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Canada is the most urbanized country in the 
world, with more than 80 percent of our popula-
tion living in urban areas. More than a third of 
Canadians live in one of three metropolitan areas: 
Montreal, Toronto, and Vancouver. If you take the 
Stats Canada definition of urban as communities of 
1,000 people or more, then more than 90 percent 
of Canadians live urban. Strictly demographically, 
then, Canada’s future lies in the fate of our cities.

Our cities are challenged with absorbing these 
steady influxes of population. Greater numbers put 
pressure on existing infrastructures like water and 
sewage systems, roads, and bridges – but also plan-
ning for new schools, housing, health and child care 
facilities, transit, a changing economy, and building 
climate resilience. Cities are inundated with numer-
ous challenges and pressing needs.

“The Kind of Problem a City is” is the title of the 
final chapter in Jane Jacobs’ 1961 treatise against 
the urban planning practices of the day, The Death 
and Life of Great American Cities. She argued that 
cities manifest problems of “organized complexity” 
and condemned linear, simple solutions proposed 
by “experts” to urban challenges, instead favouring 
holistic, multi-disciplinary, integrated approaches 
reflecting local knowledge and based on observing 
how things actually work in cities.

I doubt that “convening” was a word in common 
parlance in 1961. But in the 21st century conven-
ing has become a mainstay of corporate and public 
sector practice. Rosabeth Moss Kanter from the 
Harvard Business School cited the Clinton Global 
Initiative (CGI) as a prime example of the power of 
convening: “When President Clinton’s foundation 
was formed, the first thought was to run its own 
projects. But the CGI convening model stimulates 
more action by more groups in more places. It gets 

people who already have their fingers on the levers 
of change moving quickly.”1

International Convenings
We know that convening is the primary function 

of many UN agencies, again predicated on the value 
of bringing together people of diverse viewpoints 
to tackle a common challenge. Stuart N. Brotman 
of the Brookings Institution remarked on his 
experience of attending a session convened by the 
International Telecommunication Union: “By seeing 
the various stakeholders interact with each other 
throughout the Forum, genuinely interested to hear 
new and different perspectives rather than reciting a 
series of talking points, I experienced first-hand the 
unique power of convening …”2 Effective interna-
tional convenings have brought the world crucial 
global agreements ranging from addressing climate 
change to stopping sex trafficking. But what role is 
there for convening on local issues?

Municipal Governments as Convenors
Municipal governments are built around their 

function as convenors: between council members, 
with staff, with key stakeholders, and with the public. 
At the core for ancient cities was the agora: a gather-
ing place for shared economic and cultural pursuits, 
but also where residents assembled to negotiate their 
collective life. But every municipal staff member 
knows the challenges of being a good convenor. 
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1 Rosabeth Moss Kanter, “Bill Clinton and How to use 
Convening Power,” Harvard Business Review, https://hbr.
org/2011/09/bill-clinton-and-how-to-use-co.

2 Stuart N. Brotman, “The Power of Convening in Our 
Digital World,” Brookings, www.brookings.edu/blog/
techtank/2015/01/07/the-power-of-convening-in-our-digital-
world/.
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Public meetings can quickly degenerate 
into acrimonious shouting matches, with 
residents pitched against staff, stakeholders 
including developers, and often neighbours 
pitted against one another.

Successful convening takes skill, 
knowledge, resources, and a commitment 
to a shared – often messy – process. And 
the fruits of effective convenings include 
solutions that are more widely acceptable, 
and often more effective because of the 
collective wisdom the group generated. 
City-building practitioners have their own 
favourite stories of convening processes 
that resulted in approaches no one had 
previously imagined.

Other public agencies and departments 
can also be effective convenors.

Public Sector 
Supported Convenings

One of Toronto’s finest chief medi-
cal officers of health, the late Dr. Sheela 
Basrur, regularly convened a diverse mix of 
stakeholders (of which I was one) during 
the SARS crisis in Toronto. A brilliant and 
fair facilitator, Dr. Basrur was careful to 
hear everyone’s concerns, but at the same 
time chart a clear path of action forward. 
In that very acute instance, a shared sense 
of urgency encouraged participants to 
respect the convening process set up by 
Dr. Basrur. As a result, each of the partici-
pants represented diverse interests.

Convening efforts can also, sometimes 
dramatically, break down. In 2005, fol-
lowing the collapse of the levee system in 
New Orleans and along the Gulf Coast, 
a hastily created Bring New Orleans Back 
Commission published a series of reports 
in early 2006 proposing a number of 
principles to guide redevelopment efforts. 
Based on a series of technical reports and 
some limited local consultation – made 
extraordinarily difficult by the massive 
displacement of residents into com-
munities hundreds of miles way – a plan 
was presented that further incited local 
paranoia that the future of their city 
had been placed in the hands of external 
experts. I watched as the absence of an 
effective convening mechanism resulted 
in the flat out rejection of the work of 

the commission (as well as other early 
attempts by additional groups, including 
the Urban Land Institute).

That failed planning process was swiftly 
followed by another, this one funded by 
the Rockefeller Foundation, one of the 
United States’ most accomplished private 
foundations. That extended program 
brought together local and national 
foundations (one of which I worked for), 
local activists, stakeholders, regional and 
national advocacy organizations, local 
business, and civic leaders to hash out 
whatever compromises would be required 
to agree on a redevelopment plan.3 One 
of the key criticisms of post-Katrina pro-
cesses was that they did not sufficiently 
engage – or even better, empower – local 
government (which was struggling to 
recover as well). Eventually, though, the 
Rockefeller process did catalyze dozens 
and dozens of subsequent convenings 
in New Orleans that were either led or 
strongly supported by local government, 
to address rezonings, master planning, 
sewage and water infrastructure, cultural 
development, and tourism. Convening 
became a hugely important part of the 
recovery process in New Orleans, again, 
served well by the sense of urgency and 
immediacy people felt to get their homes, 
businesses, and neighbourhoods back up 
and running.

Urgency was also a factor in successful 
convening efforts following Superstorm 
Sandy, a Category 2 hurricane that left 
the coastlines of five northeastern states 
in the U.S. seriously damaged in 2013. 
As in New Orleans, initial convenings in 
New York City (where I had happened 
to relocate) after Sandy were led by civil 
society organizations,4 followed by a major 
redevelopment effort underwritten by 
government and philanthropy – but civic 

led – called Rebuild by Design (RBD). 
RBD relied heavily on various forms 
of convening, which ultimately led to 
revised local building codes, amended 
policies at the state and federal level, and 
new awareness within the planning and 
design professions of the importance 
of inter-disciplinarity and community 
engagement. The Rockefeller Foundation 
went on to found 100 Resilient Cities, 
a program to support 100 municipal 
governments around the world to develop 
resilience strategies with diverse stakehold-
ers representing business, community, and 
civil society. Local convening was matched 
with regional, national, and international 
convening to connect a growing move-
ment of resilience practice.

Convening as a City-Building Tool
Today, we characterize many of our city 

challenges like chronic poverty or traffic 
congestion as “wicked problems” – ones 
that defy easy solutions because they have 
many contributing factors and interde-
pendencies. Are we equipped to bring 
together all the knowledge and experience 
needed to address the kind of “problem” 
a city is?

Jacobs’ refutation of abstract theories 
depended on finding ways to hear the 
diverse experiences of actual city dwell-
ers: people raising families, shopkeepers, 
commuters, visitors, newcomers, and old-
timers. To build cities the Jacobs way, you 
need to hear from many perspectives and 
knowledge sources. You need to listen to 
everyone, and everyone needs to listen to 
each other.

That is the power of convening.
Next month – A look at convening 

as a critical tool for engagement in city 
building. MW

3 The Rockefeller Foundation has used convening as part of its leadership in social change for many years, 
publishing this guide: Noah Rimland Flower and Anna Muoio (June 2013), Gather: The Art & Science 
of Effective Convening, https://assets.rockefellerfoundation.org/app/uploads/20130626174021/Gather-
The-Art-and-Science-of-Effective-Conveing.pdf.
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 This article is part of a series curated by Future Cities Canada – a cross-sector collaborative platform accelerat-
ing innovation to transform cities for the benefit of us all.
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