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Building cities the 
Jane Jacobs way (Part 2)

Last month, in Part 1, we looked at the histori-
cal use of convening in the public sector to bring 
together diverse viewpoints to solve complex social 
problems. Part 1 referred to the approach advocated 
for by Jane Jacobs in her 1961 treatise against the 
urban planning practices of the day, The Death and 
Life of Great American Cities. To do contemporary 
city building the “Jacobs way” today requires that 
we listen to everyone – and that everyone listens 
to each other – underscoring the inherent value of 
convening.

This month, we build on those takeaways, with 
a look at how Future Cities Canada is using con-
vening today, as well as sharing seven lessons for 
effective convening.

City Building Challenges
To echo Jacobs, there’s nary a challenge facing a 

Canadian city that doesn’t require a sophisticated, 
comprehensive approach that necessitates the kind 
of multi-stakeholder engagement that effective con-
vening processes deliver. Resilience, social cohesion, 
place-making, and community revitalization: each 
of these included issues like affordability, mobil-
ity, housing, equity, technology, and governance. 
Convening is a critical tool in bringing together 
diverse perspectives and expertise, and drawing on 
the collective knowledge and experience of diverse 
groups and participants to overcome obstacles and 
develop alternative approaches.

To wit, the convening role of Future Cities 
Canada  (FCC) – a national platform to acceler-
ate urban innovation – has already proven crucial 
to building a sense of shared purpose across the 
country among those focused on urban life. 
Drawing on the expertise of its founding organiza-
tions (McConnell Foundation, TD Bank Group, 
Evergreen, Maison de l’innovation sociale, and 
Community Foundations of Canada), FCC is based 
on a premise that creating connections between 
city builders across disciplines, sectors, and regions 
will equip us to be better at making our cities more 
resilient and inclusive. Indeed, convening is a central 
part of the initiative.

In the fall of 2018, FCC hosted its first national 
summit, which helped to set an agenda for action 
around the kinds of governance changes Canada 
needs to empower local decision making. It also 
highlighted the challenges of inclusion, especially 
with regard to Indigenous communities and the 
impact on all aspects of city life of continued 
demographic changes. And it brought industry pro-
fessionals together with academics and activists to 
confront just how we are going to plan, design, and 
finance the affordable and sustainable infrastructure 
our cities need (from libraries to transit lines).

Also in the fall of 2018, the federal govern-
ment announced that Evergreen, a lead partner 
in FCC, was selected to design and implement 
the Community Solutions Network – a program 
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that supports communities to advance 
their thinking on the use of smart cit-
ies approaches to help improve the lives 
of their residents. Evergreen, with lead 
technical partner OpenNorth and other 
partners, is convening roundtables, colli-
sion days, idea camps, and other types of 
engagement across the country to provide 
the knowledge, experience, and guidance 
communities of all sizes need to build 
internal capacity and navigate the smart 
cities landscape.

Concurrently, the Maytree Foundation 
and the Federation of Canadian 
Municipalities are leading a program 
called the Urban Project (UP) to 
strengthen the leadership and action 
capacity of the mayors of Canada’s larg-
est cities. Predicated on the power of 
convening, UP sessions have been held 
in Edmonton and Vancouver, focused on 
ways to stimulate innovative economies 
and housing affordability respectively. 
Future sessions are anticipated to address 
pressing issues like transit and infrastruc-
ture. By providing a forum for mayors 
to interact with each other, and urban 
leaders from civil society including aca-
demia, philanthropy, and business, UP is 
catalyzing a movement to empower and 
resource cities to take direct action – cru-
cial not only to the success of their own 
communities, but also to the country as 
a whole.

7 Lessons for Effective Convening
Are there lessons to be learned about 

how convening must be done to be effec-
tive? Yes, although the first lesson may be 
that convenings, to be effective, are rarely 
the same as any other, and have unique 
characteristics that make their success 
more likely.

1. The more specific the challenge,
the more effective the process.

Lots of convenings begin with a more 
open agenda, and the early tasks include 
refining the challenge to a tangible topic. 
But if the convening never hones in or 
narrows, participants will lose interest 
and likely withdraw or write off the pro-
cess. So, best to pick your challenge early.

2. Quick wins matter.
If a convening poses challenges that

are too broad or the “problem” appears 
intractable, participants will get discour-
aged and quit. Ideally the process can 
be designed to include some early, more 
tangible outcomes, so participants are 
rewarded early for their involvement with 
a sense the process is making a difference.

3. Inclusion is difficult but required.
Getting diversity into a process is

essential for it to be seen as legitimate. 
That means using varying styles of 
engagement and making available sup-
ports to ensure no one is prevented from 
participating. That may mean things like 
stipends, or childcare, or accommodat-
ing people’s schedules and time zones. 
Technology can help, but it needs to be 
managed well and actually work.

4. When in doubt, always
up diversity.

If your convening includes too many 
of the same kinds of people – with the 
same backgrounds, interests, training, or 
experience – the outcome of your process 
will suffer. Having participants with 
different priorities and values makes for 
a more challenging process (you’ll have 
to spend more time building trust), but 
without it, you know the old adage: if 
you do what you’ve always done, you’ll 
get what you always get. And the reason 
you’re convening in the first place is that 
the status quo isn’t working. And being 
intentional about involving less-than-
usual suspects, or “outsiders,” may be 
the differentiating factor in what makes 
a convening spectacular, because of the 
utterly fresh perspectives and creative 
thinking it sparks. (For a recent and 
interesting description of how “outsiders” 
and non-experts can contribute to solving 
a challenge, see David Epstein’s article, 
“Range: Why generalists triumph in a 
specialized world,” in The New York Times, 
May 28, 2019.)

5. Strike the right balance
of order and chaos.

A too rigid process inhibits creative 
thinking and collaborations that generate 
new, bolder ideas. But a good convening 
process (like the one cited in Part 1, led 
by Dr. Sheela Basrur during the SARS 
crisis) needs a strong, confident, and fair 
leader who can balance a drive to “get this 
done” with the cultural and often small 
“p” political sensitivity. That means tight 
agendas that run on time with clear docu-
mentation every step of the way.

6. Build momentum.
The best convening is not like a roll-

ing stone gathering no moss – ideally it’s 
more like a snowball, gaining momentum 
and building trust incrementally, so with 
every challenge you as a group are pre-
sented with, you become better at hearing 
each other and building collaborative 
solutions.

7. Own the process and
the outcomes.

Convening builds collective ownership 
of the challenge: we’re all in, all hands on 
deck, better together, generating align-
ment. You can see by the titles of the 
convening around you that we are all 
aspiring to harness the collective energy 
and commitment of colleagues and 
stakeholders. Just as with the nature of a 
city itself, no one “owns” these challenges 
alone, and similarly, no one owns the 
solutions.

Creating the Cities We 
Need – And Want

Convening together signals our collec-
tive responsibility to create the cities we 
need and want. In November this year, 
Future Cities Canada will again convene 
its annual summit, this time focused spe-
cifically on building community solutions 
from the ground up, approaches that can 
be adapted to particular circumstances – 
to city challenges.  MW

This article is part of a series curated by Future Cities Canada – a cross-sector collaborative platform accelerating 
innovation to transform cities for the benefit of us all. For more information on the 2019 Future Cities Canada 
Summit, visit https://futurecitiescanada.ca/events/summit/.
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