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Opening Remarks
From the Co-Chairs

As humans, we evolved in community. People gathered in small tribes to support one 

another, to provide protection, warmth, food, and care for children. Given our nature, 

being completely autonomous and independent is a threat to survival. Our basic need 

to be interdependent remains even though the backdrop of humanity has transformed 

over centuries. For decades, the healthy communities field has demonstrated that 

where we are live, learn, work, play, and age impacts our health. It’s clearer than ever 

that the way our communities are designed, maintained, and activated deeply impacts 

our quality of life. We need collaborative approaches, across sectors and including 

residents, that address the root causes of health disparities and strategically integrate 

multi-level supports. So, we’re thrilled to co-lead the development of this important 

report centered on the impact and intersection of the built environment and social 

connection. It aligns with our personal passions and professional pathways. 

We both believe it’s critical to strategically and intentionally create the conditions 

needed for health and wellbeing in all communities. We believe it’s especially important 

to do so with those who are most marginalized because of their race, income, location, 

sexual orientation, and gender identity. As the U.S. Surgeon General noted in his 

Advisory Report, social isolation and loneliness is a public health crisis. Fortunately, 

social connection and community have healing effects. May this report help you work 

with others to translate the recommended strategies into locally informed design 

decisions that support connected communities wherever you are. Working together, 

we can all experience those healing effects locally and globally.

I’ve lived in apartments, houses, in a 

co-housing village, a cottage in a 

friend’s backyard, and I’ve nomaded in 

a van, sailboat, and RV. I’ve lived in 

rural communities, marinas, and 

towns/cities with varying degrees of 

walkability and density. I experienced 

the difference in how connected I felt 

to others based on how each place 

was designed. These experiences, 

layered with nearly 25 years working in 

the healthy communities field, taught 

Risa Wilkerson, Executive Director, Healthy Places by Design

Erin Peavey, Vice President | Health &  Well-Being Design Leader, HKS Inc

exposure to diverse people and perspectives that the world needs, especially now. I 

experienced the power of place firsthand to connect me to neighbors and friends during a 

trying time in my life, and as an architect and researcher, I am committed to paying that gift 

forward.    

me why it can be ineffective, or even harmful, to tell people how to be healthy without 

also ensuring that they have access to resources, environments, and social networks that 

support healthy choices. I’m encouraged by the growing partnerships and interest in 

strengthening social health across the country. 

Growing up, I was sensitive to how 

different spaces made me feel and 

how they impacted others. When I 

discovered the field of environmental 

psychology, my experiences made 

sense. I realized that we are all 

impacted by the spaces and places 

where we spend our lives, even though 

it is often unconscious.  Similarly, we 

are finally starting to recognize the 

power of place to impact our human 

connection, trust, bonding, and

—Erin and Risa
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The SOCIAL Framework
Human beings are fundamentally social by nature. Substantial evidence documents the benefits of stronger social connections and the risks of disconnection (e.g., 
isolation and loneliness) for individuals, groups, organizations, and communities.(1-5) Research on social connection spans multiple scientific disciplines including medicine, 
sociology, psychology, epidemiology, neuroscience, communications, and anthropology. 

Much of this research is historically conducted in siloes and relies on a wide range of research 
methods, which makes it challenging to develop a cohesive, systematic approach to 
promoting social connection.

The Foundation for Social Connection’s Scientific Advisory Council, chaired by Dr. Julianne 
Holt-Lunstad, developed The Systems Of Cross-sector Integration and Action across the 
Lifespan (SOCIAL) Framework to translate research into practice, accelerating progress 
toward a society that contributes to social connectedness across the lifespan.(6)  The SOCIAL 
framework draws upon the hybrid relationship of the (a) socio-ecological model and the (b) 
Health in All Policy (HiAP) framework to illustrate how every sector of society and level of 
influence(7-8) can contribute to social connection and reduce social isolation and loneliness. 
(6,9-10)

The SOCIAL framework has four main components, which provide guidance in identifying 

opportunities for intervention or support for population health including:

 

● Levels of Influence: individual, interpersonal, institutional/organizational, 

community, and societal levels

● Sectors of Society: education, health care, transportation, housing, work, nutrition, 

environmental supports (e.g., water, sanitation), and leisure

● Cross-Cutting Themes: represent issues that must be addressed across all levels 

and sectors represented in the framework (e.g., lifespan, evidence, diversity, and 

equity)

● Opportunities for Collaboration: acknowledge and encourage approaches that 

operate across many sectors and disciplines

In this report, we introduce the built environment as the intersection of the transportation, 

housing, and environmental sectors.

Figure 1. Socio Ecological Model & Health in All Policy

Figure 2. The SOCIAL Framework
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The Built Environment
In this report, we ask you to consider: what would it look like if social connection 
was built into the fabric 
of our built environment where:

● communities are knitted closely together, not just by roads, but by shared 
experiences and spaces. 

● architecture and design are centered on the human experience and needs,
rather than efficiency and builder convenience. 

● connection and joy shared on public transit mirrors the energy of playgrounds, 
cultural centers, and cafes.

● otherwise empty spaces, such as sidewalks, alleyways, and parking lots are 
transformed into spaces of connection. 

● education, healthcare, and markets are woven into the fabric of residential 
areas - ensuring that essential services are accessible. 

In this vision, each pillar of the built environment works in sync. It underscores 
the importance of every role in shaping our shared environment and facilitating 
spaces that connect and foster belonging. It prompts the question: What role 
can we all play in the vision of using the built environment to foster social 
connection? Whether as architects, city and regional planners, local leaders, or 
engaged citizens, we invite you to rethink our spaces, our communities, and how 
we can build stronger cultures of connection through the built environment.

Physical infrastructure can be described as systems that provide our homes and other 
physical spaces with water, electricity, connectivity (broadband/technological 
infrastructure), and transportation (roads, bridges, paths for diverse modes of transit).(13)

Social infrastructure can be described as the crucial organizations, spaces, and groups that 
facilitate social connection and enable communities to form and sustain relationships that 
help them to thrive.(14) In his 2018 book Palaces for the People, Eric Klinengberg notes that 
many aspects of our society can be important parts of social infrastructure - from public 
institutions (e.g., libraries, schools, parks, community centers), community organizations 
(e.g., churches, civic associations), and commercial establishments that operate as third 
places (e.g., cafes, barber shops, bookstores) to sidewalks, streets, courtyards, community 
gardens, and other green spaces that invite people into the public realm.(15) 

Defining the Built Environment

While there are varying definitions, the built environment can generally 
be described as the human-made or modified structures that provide 
people with living, working, and recreational spaces.(11)  This includes 
housing (the places we live - also often coined as our “first place”), the 
workplace (where many of us spend most of our time - often coined as 
our “second place”), and third places (spaces where community 
members may commonly interact).(12)  We expand this definition to 
include the network of spaces and systems of infrastructure that 
support these structures: physical infrastructure and social 
infrastructure. 

The built environment is where we live out our lives - the places and spaces 
where we live, learn, play, and work. It encompasses the infrastructure that 
powers our communities with water and electricity and the transportation 
systems we use to get from place to place. 
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The built environment can be both a driver of and a barrier to social connection.(16)  It 
can facilitate meaningful interactions and foster a sense of community or, conversely, 
isolate individuals and discourage engagement. Even the smallest points of social 
connection including passive exchanges as someone walks by or brief interactions in 
shared spaces such as the supermarket or neighborhood café, can build a feeling of 
mutual trust, foster empathy, and generate more social capital in the broader 
community.(17-20) When designed well, neighborhoods and community environments 
can be fundamentally more supportive of social connection and serve as a 
preventative measure to avoid loneliness and minimize social isolation.(21) 

The Role of the Built Environment in Addressing 
Social Isolation, Loneliness, and Connection (SILC)

Promising Positive Effects of the Built Environment 
on SILC
Research highlights the critical role of well-designed, intentional, and inclusive spaces 
in addressing SILC. By prioritizing human-centric design, such spaces become 
catalysts for community engagement and social integration. Some of the key 
outcomes the built environment has on addressing SILC include:  

● Increased social capital through the design and amenities of the built environment 
and the roles it plays in shaping the types and quality of social ties within a 
community.(22)

● Increased diversity in the types of interactions and relationships an individual has 
access to - key to the social fabric of communities and individual health.(23-24)

● Increased belonging and sense of place through built environments rich in 
community-based programming - leading individuals to more readily use services and 
contribute their time and resources back into their communities.(25)

● Improvements in social health markers (inclusive of trust, network size, and 
perceived safety) through various characteristics of the built environment.(26) 

● Increased civic engagement, community resilience, and preparedness through 
community-level social connection.(27-28)

The design and structure of our surroundings have a 
significant impact on the social fabric of our 

communities and play a critical role in encouraging 
stronger connections, resilience, and inclusivity among 

society's members. Leaders at all levels can play a role in 
reimagining the built environments where we live, work, 
play, and grow in order to help empower communities to 

thrive together.
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The Continuum of Social Connection
Social connection is often experienced through feelings of closeness and belonging. It can 
be defined as a continuum of the size and diversity of one’s social network and roles, the 
functions these relationships serve, and their positive or negative qualities.(8; 29-30) Social 
connection looks at the relationships, interactions, and ties that people share with family, 
friends, colleagues, others in their community, and broader social groups. 

Community social connection can be experienced as a broad-based feeling of collective 
closeness, belonging, and equitable power and agency - fostered through face-to-face 
interactions, shared physical spaces, and community gatherings. 

In this report, we refer to social connection in the  broadest terms - considering ways 
communities are formed, cultivated,  and nourished. The built environment can cultivate 
both strong ties (deep, long-lasting relationships) and weak ties (casual acquaintances) 
across a continuum of interactions - from casual points of connection (e.g., saying hello to a 
park ranger or talking with a stranger at the train station) to recurring encounters (e.g., 
seeing regulars at a coffee shop or having lunch with a coworker) and meaningful 
relationships (e.g., gathering with friends and family or building community through social 
groups). Through the intentional design and use of space, the built environment can serve as 
a foundational element in fostering healthy, socially-connected communities. 
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This report explores the opportunities to foster social connection through  the built 
environment. The built environment encompasses the many places and spaces where 
we live our lives and the people who design, create,  and experience them. While 
definitions and scope of the built environment can vary, in this report, we focus our 
efforts on the intersection of several key sectors: community design, housing, third 
places, and transportation. After considerable discussion and input gathered from 
subject matter experts in the field, we centered our analysis on the community and 
neighborhood spaces and the connectors between them. Following this report, we 
aim to develop supplemental briefs exploring more of the tactics within each specific 
sector to expand on the strategies and concepts presented here. 

In line with the Foundations’ previous SOCIAL Framework reports, we discuss key 
stakeholders and promising strategies for fostering social connectedness and 
addressing social isolation and loneliness through the design, planning, policy, and use 
of the built environment. The following sections explore the reach of these strategies 
across the five socio-ecological levels of influence, highlighting the individual, 
interpersonal, organizational, community, and societal level opportunities to facilitate 
social connection. Upon this section’s conclusion, readers will be equipped with the 
knowledge of specific strategies as well as language for helping to make the case for 
social connection within the built environment. 

Report Scope & Objectives

After reading this report, you will be able to:

● Describe and understand the power of the built environment as an 
interconnected system of physical spaces and attributes which create 
networks of our cities, communities, and nations - from the street we live on, 
to the placement of a park, or gathering space. 

● Identify how the design, planning, policy, and use of the built environment 
can negatively or positively influence our ability to be socially connected.

● Share promising strategies for increasing social connectedness through the 
design, planning, policy, and use of built environments across levels of 
influence for various stakeholders. 
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Framing this Report
Creation and Operation of Space
In this report, we focus on solutions to make the built environment more socially connected 
in two ways: in the creation and in the operation of places. 

Creation  refers to how we design and build environments and public spaces, considering 
things like architecture, materials, diversity in land use, density, and sustainability. Key 
stakeholders may include city/regional planners, economic development departments, 
architects, and engaged community members. In this report, we reference the “5D” factors 
of the built environment, intended to create efficient, sustainable, and accessible spaces.(31) 
These factors are:

● Design refers to the architectural and planning aspects of the layout and aesthetic features 
of a space. It includes everything from the arrangement of buildings and public spaces to 
the integration of green spaces and pedestrian pathways. Thoughtful design can lead to 
spaces that encourage social interaction, improve accessibility, and address loneliness.(32) 

● Density refers to the concentration of people and buildings. While high-density areas can 
support more efficient public transportation systems and create vibrant communities, it is 
important to balance density with livability to ensure services and amenities are accessible 
to all residents of a community. Innovative design solutions are needed at all levels of 
population density.(33)

● Diversity refers to the mixed-used of land to create environments that serve a broad range 
of activities and needs. By combining residential, commercial, and recreational spaces, 
communities are supported in economic vitality and improved social interaction and sense 
of community.(34) 

● Distance and Destination refers to the proximity to key facilities and amenities including 
schools, workplaces, groceries, etc. A focus on destination can lead to the development of 
more compact, walkable communities that provide increased access to essential services 
and more opportunities for social interaction and community engagement.(35) 

Operation refers to how spaces are used, managed, and maintained, considering things like 
the policies, programming, and activities they offer, and the facilitation of social connection, 
to optimize functionality, comfort, and ecological impact. Decisions about how spaces are 
operated play an important role in fostering representative and inclusive environments 
where all individuals feel safe, supported, and valued. Incorporating culturally relevant and 
developmentally appropriate activities can help activate a space in a way that engages 
diverse audiences. Leaders of these spaces can also prioritize the co-creation of meaningful 
strategies around design and operational planning by engaging various demographics to 
better tailor environments to meet the needs and preferences of the individuals who 
experience them. Key stakeholders may include policy-makers, municipal services 
departments, and organizations such as libraries, non-profits, and schools.
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Cross-Cutting Considerations
This section provides cross-cutting themes, perspectives, and reflection prompts to consider in order to ensure inclusivity when developing, researching, and 
implementing approaches. 

Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, Belonging, Justice, and Accessibility (DEIBJA)

To dismantle the systemic barriers and foster inclusivity in our communities, we must proactively redesign the built environment to support equitable access to spaces, facilitate 
diverse social interactions, and represent a broader spectrum of historical narratives and cultural identities.

While anyone can experience SIL, we know that some groups are at higher risk than others due to exposure to greater barriers, 
discrimination, harmful societal norms, isms, and phobias.(25; 36) Systematic issues in the built environment, such as the placement and 
design of features like fences and highways, as well the lasting impact of discriminatory policies like redlining, restrict access for 
marginalized groups to amenities and services, segregate communities, and limit social interactions.(36-38)  Accessibility challenges 
further hinder individuals with disabilities,(39) and historical symbols in public spaces can perpetuate racial biases..(40) Disinvestment in 
vulnerable communities worsens these disparities and health risks..(41-42) A continued issue at play is the unequal distribution of income 
and wealth which affects property taxes and community resources through structural racism and impacts resources in lower-income 
rural areas regardless of race. In light of this, it's crucial to consider how historical factors and financing influence the creation and 
operation of spaces, and to note that access to these spaces can vary significantly between different groups.

Questions to Consider:

💭 In what ways do our current built environments 
perpetuate harmful societal norms and practices?

💭What steps can we take in the design and 
planning process to confront and address existing 
prejudices?

💭  How can we ensure that accessibility is a 
fundamental aspect of the initial design process?

Experience of the Built Environment Across the Lifespan 

To create more interconnected communities, we must embrace intergenerational planning and design in our built environments to foster spaces that support every age, enhancing 
play, accessibility, and community cohesion. 

Across the lifespan, we engage with and experience the built environment in different ways. For children and youth, the built 
environment often serves as a playground that promotes play, physical activity, and exploration.(43-44) As we age, our needs, priorities, 
and the ways in which we navigate these spaces shift - making accessibility, convenience, and engaging community spaces that 
facilitate social participation more of a concern.(45) One way of addressing this is through universal design (UD). Universal design is the 
design and composition of an environment so that it can be accessed, understood and used to the greatest extent possible by all 
people regardless of their age, size, ability or disability.(46) Additionally, intergenerational approaches to the design and planning of the 
built environment look at how environments can support and meet the needs of all ages and promote cross-generational connections 
which have demonstrated solidarity, social cohesion, and intercultural understanding.(47)

Questions to Consider:

💭How do we anticipate and plan for the changing 
physical and social needs of individuals within the 
built environment through functional, welcoming, 
and supportive spaces?

💭How can planning and design evolve to support 
"aging in place," enabling individuals to stay in their 
preferred communities for life?

Application of Solutions Across Geographic Types (e.g., rural, urban)

To ensure every space promotes meaningful connections, we must contextualize solutions to meet the unique needs and opportunities of diverse environments. 

Contextualizing solutions for addressing SILC through the built environment means considering the diverse environments in which a 
solution can be applied and adapting to meet the needs of that community. Urban environments, often marked by higher-density 
infrastructure and a concentration of services and amenities, present a mix of challenges and opportunities for social connection. The 
design and utilization of public spaces (e.g., parks, plazas, streets) can influence community engagement and foster social 
cohesion.(48-49)  In rural environments, fewer built structures and more land require an intentional focus on versatile and multi-solving 
spaces.(50) For example, a school may also serve as a community center, athletic facility via open-use agreements, event venue, and 
emergency shelter. How its use is operationalized depends on tailored strategies that recognize and meet the unique social fabric, 
needs, and potential of its environment. 

Questions to Consider:

💭How can the principles of inclusive and equitable 
design be effectively scaled to suit the unique needs 
and contexts of diverse environments - remaining 
locally relevant and globally informed?

💭In what ways can the scalability of solutions be 
evaluated to ensure they can be adapted and 
applied to different contexts without losing their 
effectiveness or cultural relevance?
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Addressing SILC Across Levels of Influence
The SOCIAL Framework identifies five levels of influence that should be considered when developing a systems-based approach to promoting social connection and 
addressing social isolation and loneliness. This section addresses each level by naming the key stakeholders best positioned to take action, solutions that might be 
implemented, policies that operate at that level of influence, and considerations for implementation. 

Key Stakeholders Poised to Influence the Built Environment

Level of Influence Key Stakeholders

Individual 
Individuals who have the ability to 
influence individual behavior and/or 
provide SILC resources that can be used 
by others.

● Engaged community members
● City planners/ regional planners/ economic development leaders
● Architects and designers
● Policymakers
● Funders 

Interpersonal 
Interpersonal relationships that may influence 
behavior in the context of social networks and 
support systems.

● Community member with community member (e.g., friends, families, neighbors for grassroots/ local efforts) 
● Sector leaders with sector leaders (e.g., collaboration and cross-sectoral partnerships for creation and operation of spaces)
● Sector leaders with community members  (e.g., co-creation of spaces) 

Organizational/ Institutional 
Entities with the power to influence 
organizational culture through the designing 
of policies, practices, and structures. 

● Second places (e.g.,  educational institutions, workplaces) 
● Community organizations/ nonprofits and third places (including arts, culture, and faith-based organizations, libraries) 
● Healthcare facilities (e.g., clinics/ hospitals, dialysis/infusion spaces) 
● Social service organizations (including mental health and addiction services) 
● Municipal services departments (including those who oversee and fund public infrastructure, housing policy, and community services, 

transportation, parks and recreations, housing authorities, zoning and coding officials) 
● Local businesses (e.g., grocery stores, restaurants, shops) 

Community
Entities that can collaborate to bring groups 
of individuals together outside of any one 
specific organization and foster social 
connection.

● Local government (e.g., elected officials, councils, parks and recreation)
● Indigenous communities & councils  
● Infrastructure committees (including those focused on the development and maintenance of transit, utilities, public works)
● Community/ neighborhood associations and advocacy groups (including groups that advocate for residents’ needs and interests, serve 

specific priority populations; e.g., youth, older adults, racialized populations, individuals with disabilities)

Societal 
Organizations, agencies, and departments 
with the ability to set or shift industry 
standards in ways that prioritize taking action 
to reduce SIL and foster connection. 

● State and federal government (e.g., legislators, regulatory agencies)
● Indigenous nations
● Professional associations & organizations with aligned mandates 
● National/ international organizations (e.g., World Health Organization)
● Philanthropic organizations
● Researchers
● Media 

Table 1: Key Influences & Stakeholders in the Built Environment
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As decision-makers select approaches and programs to implement to address SILC, 
it’s helpful to consider the level of scientific evidence supporting available solutions. 
The solutions mentioned in this report are considered promising practices and are 
based on one or more of the following criteria:

● The solution was developed based on theoretical or a conceptual framework, 
with at least one peer-reviewed article on the approach

● The solution has been evaluated for outcomes related to social health, social 
capital, social cohesion, sense of community, belonging, social isolation, 
and/or social connection. 

● The solution was shared and endorsed by subject matter experts in the built 
environment field during key informant interviews.

Some solutions demonstrate an impact on one or more outcomes listed above with at 
least one peer-reviewed published study demonstrating effectiveness, while others 
have been published as case studies or in white papers. It is important to note that 
research examining the relationship between the built environment and SILC is still in 
its infancy, with many relying on less rigorous research designs (such as correlations 
or cross-sectional sampling), rather than the kinds of studies that can tell us more 
about causation (such as longitudinal studies or randomized controlled trials).(16)  
Regardless, we are still able to make some generalizations about the relationship 
between the built environment and SILC, supported by corroboration of subject 
matter expertise.

Whenever stakeholders implement a solution, it is necessary to evaluate its 
effectiveness within their unique context. Even solutions that have been evaluated 
and subjected to professional peer review may need to be modified or adapted to 
meet the needs of sub-populations or geographic makeup of a particular built 
environment. 

If you implement these strategies, we encourage you to consider conducting 
evaluation research or partnering with academic researchers to add to the body of 
evidence for built environment strategies that build social connectedness.

Evidence and Application of Proposed Solutions
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Promising Strategies for Addressing SILC Through the Built Environment
Table 2 provides an overview of the strategies to address social isolation, loneliness, and foster social connection within the built environment. This table presents the 
levels of influence for each strategy and the associated social connection outcomes it addresses. 

Read more about each strategy and examples of community implementation on the next page. 

Strategies for Addressing SILC within the Built Environment

Strategy Level(s) of Influence Social Connection Outcomes

Design places to support comfort and connection Social capital, sense of community, belonging

Create third places that facilitate natural 
opportunities for connection

Social capital, social cohesion, neighboring

Invest in multi-use public spaces that foster social 
connection and nature connection

Social capital, social cohesion, sense of community, neighborhood cohesion, 
reduced feelings of loneliness

Build intergenerational and age-friendly 
communities

Social capital, social cohesion, bonding, reduced loneliness

Use and encourage shared community housing 
models

Social capital, sense of community, belonging, neighborhood trust, bonding 

Increase access to affordable, reliable public 
transportation                                                                                                            

Social capital, social engagement, reduced isolation, social ties, sense of place

Activate streets as places for connection Social capital, social cohesion, sense of community, neighborhood trust

Reform local zoning codes and policies to allow for 
shared- or mixed-use, walkable neighborhoods

Social capital, social cohesion, sense of community, neighborhood trust, reduced 
isolation 

Expand accessibility, reliability, and affordability  
for broadband connectivity 

Social capital, reduced isolation, social support

Table 2: Strategies for Addressing SILC Within the Built Environment

Find these terms in the Glossary
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Design places to support comfort and connection

Following a scoping literature review, six evidence-based design guidelines for social connection were outlined for creating built environments that 
support connection (26). Combined, these make up PANACHe, or a sense of place, accessibility, nature, activation, choice, and human scale. At the 
root, these design strategies tap into our foundational needs around social connection, which include a sense of safety, proximity to others, and 
opportunities to connect. These design strategies can be applied from small scale (inside a shared space) to a large scale (street block). These 
design characteristics can help us feel comfortable, safe, and able to connect with others. We envision these design guidelines helping to ensure 
that the recommendations and strategies discussed in the report contribute to the creation of functional, inclusive, engaging, and sustainable 
spaces. These principles act as the pillars of the design philosophy, aiming to enhance quality of life and foster a sense of community and belonging 
within the built spaces.(26) 

            Related Concept
            Proxemics

Proxemics is the study of how people 
perceive space and use it in social 
contexts.It was coined in the 1960s by 
anthropologist Edward T. Hall, who 
explored how individuals of different 
cultures, genders, and social settings 
interact and establish personal space. Built 
environment designers use proxemic 
norms to create spaces and environments 
that promote comfort and facilitate 
desired social interactions.(51)

La Jolla, California: Human social dynamics, psychological needs and learning behaviors drove every design decision for UC San Diego’s North Torrey Pines 
Living and Learning Neighborhood (NTPLLN). The challenge of weaving together living and learning in one place formed the foundation for a “campus within a 
campus”. Here, third places took not only the form of the cafes, and dining halls, but also created spaces that matched scales of belonging from the door pods, 
to larger shared cooking and gathering spaces. The research team found that students in the new facility reported anecdotal improvements in connectedness, 
and had a significant reduction in depression scores often linked to social connection.

United Kingdom Maggie’s Centres are positioned across the United Kingdom to offer cancer patients and survivors a “second-home” (52) where they can find 
education, camaraderie, and a sense of belonging. These centers allow people to relax on the couch with a book, spontaneously socialize with friends and fellow 
cancer survivors, and attend formal support group meetings, among other things. The spaces provide comfort and warmth thanks to a combination of physical 
environment, programming, and policy decisions that have supported the location of these centers adjacent to large publicly funded hospitals. This initiative was 
spearheaded by architectural historian Charles Jencks, who wanted to create the supportive place his wife, Maggie, helped design while undergoing treatment for 
terminal cancer. Each center has been designed by a different internationally acclaimed architect.

Create third places that facilitate natural opportunities for connection

Third places are social spaces separate from an individual’s typical social environments (e.g.,the home and workplace) and are often cited as key 
factors in driving civic engagement, building social cohesion, and establishing a sense of place.(53) Common third places include libraries, community 
centers, public school playgrounds, parks, etc. They can also be the city block, a street corner, or a person’s front yard, extending beyond formal 
third places. Literature commonly refers to these informal third places as bumping spaces,where individuals naturally “bump” into one another.(54) A 
study exploring these spaces in a New Zealand community, following the redesign of various suburbs in response to a series of devastating 
earthquakes found that bumping spaces can provide meaningful social interaction and social support.(55) Several participants interviewed described 
how a simple acknowledgement or nod could provide social support when needed and often met new people, expanding their social network, in 
these spaces. Additionally, elements of bumping spaces, such as benches, can serve not only as a space for connection but also increase the 
accessibility of an area and promote intergenerational and age-friendly spaces.(56) 

When discussing third places, it is also important to call attention to privately owned, publicly accessible third places and their role in nurturing 
community ties through meaningful design and facilitation. For example, some shopping malls open early to provide access for walking and exercise 
- encouraging active living with signage and routes mapped for easy access. Discover strategies that can support the promotion of health and 
community in privately owned third places in this report from the Urban Land Institute. 

            Related Concept
            Libraries as Community Hubs

A growing body of literature highlights the 
pivotal role of libraries in building 
community. Libraries can serve as 
community hubs that better connect 
residents to amenities and services, 
promote community participation and 
civic engagement, and increase social 
capital.(57-58) Learn more about how rural 
libraries are addressing social health in this 
article from the Library Journal.

            Policy Highlight
        Social Prescribing

Support social prescribing practice in 
medical institutions including hospitals, 
long-term care facilities, and community 
health centers to refer patients to 
community-based
resources such as legal guidance, financial 
support, housing assistance, food security, 
time in nature, arts and culture, and 
volunteer opportunities

London, United Kingdom: The Bumping Spaces Project created by City of London Libraries and Made By Play sought to explore improvements to social 
connection through interactive, playful installations that offered opportunities for sharing names and stories, checking in on neighbors, and encouraging 
in-person connections- demonstrating the critical role libraries play in fostering community connections.

Willmar, Minnesota: Destination Playground in Willmar Minnesota is a fully accessible park designed through a cross-cultural initiative led by nearly 4,000 
volunteers. The park services as an inclusive space that celebrates diversity, featuring multilingual signage, and brings together families of all backgrounds to 
play and connect. 

Atlanta, Georgia: Each StationSoccer site was envisioned as a gathering place to build community and support youth education and development, as well as 
transit-oriented development that attracts new commercial and residential development, enhances the public realm, and serves as the foundation for healthy 
and more equitable neighborhoods. The project was created through a coalition of public, private, and civic interests, to create a unique urban development 
ecosystem that knits communities together through mass transit and the world’s most popular game – soccer. 
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Invest in multi-use public spaces that foster social connection and nature connection

While these privately owned, public accessible spaces contribute significantly to the social fabric, the preservation of truly public spaces must 
remain a priority to ensure equitable access for everyone in the community. Public open space generally refers to land that is primarily undeveloped, 
open to public access, and designed to be highly accessible - attracting users of different ages, genders and cultural backgrounds. These may 
include parks, sports and recreational fields, public school grounds, greenways and trails connecting different areas of a region.(59) The presence of 
high-quality public open spaces have been found to strengthen a sense of community which is directly linked to outcomes around increased 
feelings of safety and security, active community participation, and civic engagement.(60) Natural environments, including green spaces like parks 
and botanical gardens, and blue spaces such as rivers and beaches, are associated with improved mental health and stronger community 
bonds.(61-62) High-quality green spaces and landscaped streets enhance social cohesion by fostering natural interactions among residents.(63) A 
cross-sectional study in Barcelona, Spain, found  that people living in areas with higher residential green space to have stronger perceived social 
support and health.(64) Other research cites the role of natural environments in encouraging time spent outdoors and walkability - contributing to 
increased opportunities for social interaction and lower levels of perceived loneliness. (65)

        Related concept
        Green Social Prescribing 

Green social prescribing combines 
interaction with natural environments with 
meaningful activity and social interaction. 
Studies exploring the use of community 
gardening social prescriptions have found  
improvements in social skills and a 
stronger sense of belonging.(66-67)

        Policy Highlight
        Greener Parks for Health

The National Recreation and Park Association 
developed the Greener Parks for Health Policy 
Action Framework to support the creation of 
green infrastructure for improving health 
equity and community building. 

Normal, Illinois: Functioning primarily as a circle to address a challenging intersection, The Circle serves as a public open space for community members with a 
park, seating, and open plaza. It also includes a water feature where stormwater is cleansed providing both aesthetic and sustainable solutions. The Circle serves 
as a hub for community members where festivals are held, commuters stop for lunch, and children and families play in the park. 

Cedar Rapids, Iowa: Following a major flood, community members in Cedar Rapids, Iowa partnered with Project for Public Spaces to rebuild a major stretch of 
their downtown area through the creation of a new city market. NewBo City Market is open year round and offers residents access to an outdoor/indoor market, 
community events and activities, a commercial kitchen, and a central meeting place for local vendors.

Build intergenerational and age-friendly communities

Leveraging universal design and accessibility in the creation and operation of community spaces ensures that everyone, regardless of age, health, or 
ability, can access and enjoy them - minimizing barriers to access and fostering intergenerational communities. Intergenerational communities place 
an emphasis on creating environments that support social interactions, cooperation, and collaborative exchange across generations through 
municipal planning, policy, and programming - also sometimes called age-friendly communities.(68) Research has found these communities to help 
reduce loneliness, strengthen empathy, foster social support, and build social cohesion for all ages by creating opportunities for meaningful social 
interactions and bridging differences across generations.(69-71) Similarly, another study found that conducting programs within community settings 
and utilizing existing community connections (e.g., schools, residential care facilities) demonstrated enhanced social health outcomes and increased 
social capital that leveraged staff trained in evidence-based practices that promote engagement and cooperation between different age groups.(72)  
In a report from Generations United, 92% of Americans believe that intergenerational communities can help reduce loneliness across all ages, yet 
only 26% (about one-quarter of the population) are aware of places in their communities that connect care and services across generations 
already.(73) 

Stakeholders can play a role in identifying existing programs, building awareness, and connecting their communities to intergenerational resources 
available. Generations United offers an Intergenerational Program Certification that annually recognizes programs across the county for their 
excellence in bridging generations. Programs are scored on their demonstration of innovation, use of best practices, and effectiveness in the 
communities they serve.

        Related Concept
        Intergenerational Volunteering

Intergenerational volunteering is a 
collaborative effort across different age 
groups on various projects or activities 
such as mentoring. Research has found 
that these initiatives can lead to increased 
social capital, shared purpose, and more 
social engagement for both the volunteer 
and the recipient.(74)

Dunedin, Florida: Initiatives such as the "My Favorite Older Person" essay contest and Intergenerational Week, among others, have become hallmarks of the 
city's commitment to bridging the generational divide. Named a top intergenerational community by Generations United, Dunedin exemplifies a true 
intergenerational community through meaningful initiatives aimed at strengthening social connections and fostering a sense of belonging among residents of all 
ages.

Jenks, Oklahoma: Grace Living Center in Jenks, Oklahoma is co-located with Jenks Public Schools' West Elementary. Here, intergenerational learning is a part of 
every day - where children and residents of the living community engage in conversations, activities, and learning experiences. In this vibrant intergenerational 
community, both children and residents alike benefit from shared interactions that foster social connection and belonging. 

Rocky River, Ohio: Libraries, like the Rocky River Public Library, are often community hubs that can play a role in building community through intergenerational 
programming. Art-based programming connects children and, soon, an intergenerational gaming program will pair young people with older adults for Esports 
competitions and activities. 
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Use and encourage shared community housing models

Safe, affordable, and accessible housing is an important social determinant of health and supports social connection through fostering stable and 
cohesive communities that enable social interactions, improve mental well-being, and allow residents to maintain healthier lifestyle .(75) While all 
housing models are important for social connection, shared community housing models go a step further by centering shared spaces and 
communal design. Cooperative housing is a living arrangement where residents become partial owners of a building or complex typically owned by 
a nonprofit corporation. Cohousing is a form of cooperative housing where private residences are centered around shared spaces.(76) These shared 
spaces may include kitchens, lending libraries, lounges, and more, and they support social bonds between neighbors.(77) Research notes the role of 
cohousing establishments in fostering higher levels of belonging, improved civic engagement, and increased social capital.(78-79) Shared housing 
models support aging in place as they offer opportunities for individuals to remain in one place for a longer period of time - contributing to a 
stronger sense of community, connection, and neighborhood trust.(80) It is essential that cohousing models are designed well, with adequate space 
for residents to maintain adequate privacy, as well as social opportunities, and provisions to allow residents to personalize their homes to fit their 
identity (16). Happy Cities and Hey Neighbour Collective, with Simon Fraser University's Department of Gerontology, are researching and creating 
design strategies to boost health, wellbeing, and social ties in multi-unit housing. Their report, Building Social Connections explores case studies of 
seven housing communities and their impact on residents. 

        Related concept: 
        Active Design

Active Design leverages architecture and 
urban planning to create buildings that 
naturally encourage daily exercise and 
foster social interactions. In 2015, the City 
of North Vancouver introduced Active 
Design Guidelines to enhance multi-unit 
housing designs which are currently being 
evaluated for translation into broader 
policy recommendations.(81)  

        Policy Highlight
        Housing Policy Reform

Enact comprehensive housing policy reforms 
that prioritize the development of safe, 
affordable, and accessible housing models to 
address housing shortages and foster social 
inclusion

North Vancouver, Canada: Driftwood Village is an innovative housing model inspired by the City of North Vancouver’s Active Design Guidelines. The housing 
model leverages shared common areas, co-located amenities, and "social nooks" where residents can organically meet and connect. Residents use Slack channels 
to coordinate meals, decorate common spaces, and plan social events, and older neighbors support parents with younger children by signing up for after-school 
childcare shifts. 

Wisconsin, USA: A housing community in rural Wisconsin transitioned to a cooperative ownership model that provided residents the opportunity to directly 
influence and control the management of their community for the very first time. Facilitated by the Northcountry Cooperative Foundation, this cooperative model 
uses community-led decision-making to foster a more equitable and stable living environment and provide leadership and training to residents. 

Increase access to affordable, reliable public transportation                                                                                                            

Expanding access to public transportation is more than a mobility issue—it's a gateway to enhancing social connections and mental well-being. 
Researchers have highlighted its role in reducing isolation and improving social engagement, particularly for the rural and older adult populations 
who may face barriers to driving or lack alternative transportation means.(82-84) Increased access to safe, reliable public transportation can improve 
opportunities for social connection and recreation, build social capital, and increase social ties.(85-86) 

A study exploring public transit across New York City found that public transit can facilitate the development and preservation of social 
connections among people who live in different areas of the same city.(85) Another study in rural Minnesota, noted the role of public transit in 
reducing isolation for disadvantaged groups by improving their access to necessary services and activities.(86) Ensuring that community members 
have access to regular and reliable public transportation can enhance satisfaction and usage rates.(87) Relatedly, prioritizing public transportation in 
budgets maintains quality, reliability, and supports expansion and enhancement efforts.(88)

        Related Concept
        Transit-Oriented Development 
        (TOD)

Transit-oriented design (TOD) is a way to 
build communities that make it easy for 
people to get around without needing a 
car, by centering transit stations. Research 
shows that when paired with placemaking, 
transit hubs can become vibrant elements 
of the community, fostering social 
cohesion and sense of place among 
residents .(89-90)

        Policy Highlight
        Non-Medical Transportation Benefits

Increase insurance coverage of 
non-medical transportation benefits

           Policy Highlight
           Volunteer Drivers

Adopt policies that provide legal protections, 
insurance coverage, and tax incentives to 
encourage and sustain volunteer participation 
in community transportation initiatives.

St. Johns County, Florida: Operated by the county's Council on Aging, the Sunshine Bus provides nine routes for county-wide navigation and connections to 
neighboring counties. It provides door-to-door service for residents with mobility needs and welcomes all residents to use, offering discounted fares for older 
adults, people with disabilities, Medicaid recipients, and students.  

Atlanta, Georgia: Supported by a Community Placemaking grant, the city is working to transform the North Avenue MARTA station plaza in Atlanta’s Midtown 
district into a vibrant community space. Serving the 15,000 daily transit riders and local residents, this project will encourage public transit use, address the 
lack of public parks, and create a space where art, performances, and more will be a backdrop to gathering and connection.

17

https://www.heyneighbourcollective.ca/2023/12/building-social-connections-inspire-socially-connected-multi-unit-housing/
https://www.driftwoodvillagecohousing.com/
https://www.rd.usda.gov/newsroom/success-stories/rural-wisconsin-community-embraces-cooperative-homeowner-model
https://www.staugustine.com/story/lifestyle/2020/10/14/council-aging-provides-vital-transportation-seniors/5978958002/
https://www.pps.org/projects/midtown-alliance


Activate streets as places for connection through the creation of complete and open streets initiatives 

Streets are multifunctional public spaces that, when designed and utilized thoughtfully, can transform into vibrant hubs for community and 
connection through a variety of strategies. For example, streets can be a temporary home for street events such as festivals, parades, cultural 
performances, and markets. Additionally, Play Streets convert designated areas into traffic-free zones for safe children's play, while Block 
Parties, often organized by communities, use street spaces for social events with music, games, and meals - extending streets as a communal 
living room. Many of these initiatives overlap with the concept of open streets. 

Open streets, also known as Ciclovía, is a concept that temporarily closes streets to motor vehicle traffic and opens them up for recreational 
activities (e.g., walking, cycling) and community-based programming (e.g, markets, festivals).(91) Evidence points to their success in helping 
residents to feel more connected to their neighbors by fostering social cohesion, increasing opportunities for social interaction, and improving 
trust and neighborhood safety.(92-94) Giving streets an "inside-outside" quality where indoor activities spill onto the street (e.g., art displays, cafe 
seating) and implementing features such as street markets, outdoor retail, and pedestrian-friendly activities enhances public engagement, 
ensures accessibility, and creates a lively environment that fosters social interaction and community connection.(95)  Beyond streets are 
sidewalks, parking lots, and alleyways - all opportunities to facilitate connection. Gil Peñalosa refers to sidewalks as family members of parks - a 
space that can host a variety of activities from socializing, exercising, and play, to dancing relaxation, and civic activity.(96) Libraries and 
restaurants are examples of organizations that frequently use sidewalks and alleyways or parking spots for dining, interactive displays, and 
community events. 880 Cities published the Open Streets Trends and Opportunities Policy Brief that provides key data and strategies for 
making the case for Open Streets that can be shared with officials or used to enhance stakeholder understanding of global Open Streets 
initiatives. 

Another example of how streets can be activated as places for connection is through the creation of complete streets. Complete Streets is a 
method for creating streets that are safe and accessible for everyone by focusing on serving groups historically overlooked or underserved by 
traditional transportation planning, including older adults, individuals with disabilities, those without cars, and communities of color.(97) They 
transform auto-centric spaces into shared spaces for multiple modes of transportation and mobility. Increasing walkability can lead to more 
social interaction and in turn support strengthened trust in the community, community participation, and civic engagement.(98) Research has 
cited the many benefits of complete streets, especially for vulnerable populations, including improved safety, increased social interactions, and 
strengthened social cohesion.(99-100) The Best Complete Streets Policies Report, published by Smart Growth America, highlights the strongest 
complete street policies across the U.S. each year. Stories of success highlight case studies from urban to rural communities and a complete 
streets policy evaluation tool is available to help community leaders evaluate their own. 

        Related Concept  
        Placemaking 

Placemaking is a collaborative process that 
reimagines public spaces to boost community 
engagement and connection.(101) This approach 
often integrates art and cultural elements of the 
community and cultivates a sense of belonging, 
community ownership, social connection, and 
sense of place.(102)

        Policy Highlight
        Enhanced Federal Match Incentives

Provide an enhanced federal match for the U.S. 
Department of Transportation (DOT) projects 
that incorporate elements of accessible 
community placemaking such as: traffic 
calming, walkable areas, recreational facilities, 
public arts installations, and public gathering 
spaces

El Paso, Texas: Through collaborative partnerships with key stakeholders across multiple sectors, El Paso sought to support walkability, livability, and 
sustainability by becoming the least car-dependent city in the Southwest. The coalition focused on developing a policy that would support proactive 
land-use planning and focus on underinvested communities. With a top-scoring complete streets policy being unanimously adopted in 2023, the city is now 
focusing on translating the policy into action through various projects co-created with the communities they seek to serve. El Paso, TX demonstrates a 
top-scoring complete streets policy using the Complete Streets Policy Framework from Smart Growth America. 

Wetumpka, Alabama: Following decades of deterioration in response to a destructive tornado, Wetumpka came together as a community to foster a 
pedestrian-friendly environment and support small businesses. Through an intentional placemaking initiative, they created more engaging, 
pedestrian-friendly streets, a community space, expanded social gathering opportunities, a stronger sense of social cohesion and public space 
ownership, and increased public trust through community engagement. 

Atlanta, Georgia: Atlanta Streets Alive is a monthly open street presented in partnership with the Atlanta Department of Transportation. Each month, 
city streets are transformed into public parks for biking, walking, skating, dancing, and playing, fostering a connection among community members.

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: Each year, the city of Philadelphia closes 50 streets to traffic so children can play. In partnership with local organizations and 
nonprofits, sports equipment, arts-based activities, and more are facilitated as these streets are transformed into playful spaces for community members of 
all ages. Some of these streets get designated as “Streets of Wonder” where play-based learning activities are facilitated by Free Library of Philadelphia and 
Fab Youth Philly. Beyond creating spaces for community connection, the program has also provided meal distribution to address gaps in summer meals for 
youth and families. 
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Reform local zoning codes and policies to allow for shared- or mixed-use, walkable neighborhoods

Mixed-use development is a way to develop communities that integrate residential, commercial, and sometimes industrial spaces within a 
single area to create a community where people can live, work, and recreate all in one place.(103) Research has demonstrated that the more 
varied the uses of land, the more social capital increases. Diverse land use boosts social cohesion by making areas more varied and walkable, 
which encourages meaningful connections while higher physical and social density can decrease cohesion due to more anonymity and less 
meaningful interactions.(104) Studies show that neighborhoods with a mix of walking-friendly areas, unlike areas that are auto-dependent, help 
people interact more and build stronger community trust by encouraging the use of shared spaces.(105-106)  It is important to note that this may 
not always be possible in certain geographical areas. In rural areas, lower population density and greater distances between destinations may 
encourage more of a reliance on automobiles. Adaptations to mixed-use development could include focusing development on the creation of 
village centers that incorporate residential, commercial, and community facilities in a compact area and improve walkability.(107)  It is also 
important to consider affordability and accessibility, which may come as a trade-off with mixed-use development. Some studies have found 
job accessibility and housing costs to be positively impacted by mixed-use development, while rental costs were found to be negatively 
impacted, resulting in reduced accessibility to affordable housing.(108) However, another study highlighted that with effective policy measures, 
mixed-land use can be effective and still maintain access to affordable housing.(109) 

        Related Concept
        Zoning Codes

Zoning codes are the process by which 
municipalities and/or cities divide and allocate 
space for different use types. This can help to 
separate incompatible uses, such as a children’s 
school from a toxic industrial use, but over time, 
many have shown the benefits of blurring other 
types of uses such as housing, retail, and 
commercial into what is often referred to as 
mixed-use.

Jersey City, New Jersey: The Jersey City Planning Board voted to begin the Bayfront Redevelopment Project - a mixed-use development project bringing 210 
residential units, including 35% designated as affordable housing, and almost 10,000 square feet of community space including a community lounge and 
kitchen, co-working spaces, recreational  green spaces and more. 

Wheeling, Virginia: Officials took an innovative approach to transforming historic buildings into mixed-use spaces to increase the density of small businesses 
and housing to foster a more vibrant community life while tackling broader issues like enhancing broadband, improving food access, and being more social 
cohesion.

Expand accessibility, reliability, and affordability for broadband connectivity

Broadband internet access has increasingly been recognized as essential infrastructure due to its role in facilitating communication, access to 
essential services (e.g., education, healthcare), and participation in a growing digital world. Broadband access has emerged as a pivotal 
determinant of social health, and addresses long-standing accessibility issues. At least 19 million Americans are without basic internet access 
and this digital divide is even more pronounced in rural, tribal, and low-income communities.(40) Digital connectivity provides critical access to 
health services along with civic engagement, employment, and social opportunities (e.g. support groups, social networking, virtual group 
events).(110) Research exploring internet use among older adults has found broadband connectivity to increase communication and social 
connections with family and friends, and reduce social isolation for homebound individuals.(111) Other researchers have noted the role of 
broadband connectivity in fostering social support and increasing connectivity with a broader social network.(112) Studies show that increased 
access to broadband services in under resourced communities led to increased interaction with neighbors and third places (e.g., libraries, 
community centers).(113) Similarly, another study highlighted the role of internet access in helping individuals feel more connected by enabling 
them to maintain contact with others more frequently.(112) Additionally, for groups that have historically faced marginalization and are at risk of 
social isolation, the internet provides an opportunity to connect with others anonymously.(115) In order for broadband expansion initiatives to 
work well, community members need access to affordable, reliable broadband and the devices with which to use it. This includes the skills 
needed to meaningfully use it and the provision of ongoing support and education to ensure everyone can navigate and benefit from digital 
technologies effectively. The FCC Lifeline program offers resources, tools, and support to help address gaps in access.

It is also important to note, however, that some patterns of internet use can lead to lower-quality interactions and heightened feelings of 
isolation. As noted in our Action Guide for Building Socially Connected Communities, more community-level strategies must be developed and 
evaluated to ensure increased access to broadband creates more benefits than harm and for which age groups.

        Related Concept
        Digital Equity Planning

Digital equity ensures that all individuals and 
communities have access to the necessary 
technology to fully engage in society - essential 
for civic involvement and accessing essential 
services.(116) By improving connectivity, digital 
equity strengthens civic engagement, enabling 
people to more actively participate in their 
communities and democratic processes - 
particularly important for marginalized 
populations who might otherwise encounter 
obstacles due to restricted access.(117)

        Policy Highlight
            Broadband Expansion

Increase FCC funding, improve collaboration 
amongst federal agencies to to create a 
cross-agency plan to maximize joint use of 
broadband and technology affordability 
programs with braided funding and coordinated 
enrollment

Chicago, Illinois: Chicago Connected provides free high-speed internet to about 100,000 public school students and their families. It addresses critical needs 
on the city's South and West Sides, prioritizing low-income families and those facing hardships by ensuring students and their families can stay connected, 
reduce social isolation, and access critical services. Additionally, the city’s Broadband Challenge is bringing free wifi to all public open spaces and parks, 
beginning with Millenium Park, a central community hub, to decrease the digital divide. 

Ames, Iowa: A comprehensive deployment of wireless infrastructure across various locations, including academic buildings and farms aims to enable a 
“Broadband Prairie” that connects rural residents, farms, schools and communities. 
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Making it Happen: How to 
Implement Strategies Effectively

The Power of Collective Impact
Collective Impact is a collaborative strategy designed to address complex issues by bringing 
together diverse stakeholders through a structured approach to seek change.(118) By uniting 
community leaders, planners, architects, and residents in a common purpose, collective 
impact can foster innovative designs and inclusive spaces where social connection can 
flourish. 

Multi-Solving Solutions
Multi-solving is an approach to addressing multiple issues or achieving various objectives at 
once with a single solution.(119) It requires an expanded view of the larger picture in order to 
implement solutions that support everyone. 

The following strategies touch all levels of influence and require a call to action around a 
shared vision for more socially connected communities. These strategies can 
contextualize the strategies shared prior and begin to connect the dots across multiple 
areas of impact. 

The following section explores the “how” behind effectively implementing strategies for 
advancing social connection within the built environment. When designing and 
implementing strategies it is important to reflect on how you do it, in addition to what 
you do. This means considering ways to elevate diverse perspectives through collective 
impact strategies and exploring ways to solve multiple issues with solutions. 
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Seek solutions for enhancing the built environment in partnership with community members

While placemaking can be helpful and important in revitalizing an area, it is also often associated with gentrification and displacement of the 
existing people, culture, memories, and buildings. Placekeeping however, is about “the active care and maintenance of a place and its social 
fabric by the people who live and work there.” (120) By partnering with and empowering the existing community members, we can help to 
preserve not just the buildings, but keep cultural memories associated with a locale, and support the ability for existing residents to choose to 
maintain their way of life if they choose.

When discussing the design and creation of spaces, we are referring to the spaces where people have lived for decades and where historical 
recollections have developed over centuries - a body of knowledge and lived experience that should be considered when shaping the built 
environment.(121) Participatory design, or co-creation, is a process where end users of an experience are involved in design processes to ensure 
the needs of intersecting lived experiences are met. When design is treated as a process that includes everyone, it leads to solutions that are 
shaped by the people who are actually facing the problems and drives social equity in the built environment.(122) 

            Stakeholder Action
            Host a Community Listening Session

Use the Action Guide for Socially Connected 
Communities to facilitate community listening 
sessions to discuss the current state of social 
connection within the built environment, 
identify opportunities, and brainstorm 
solutions.

● Rancho Cucamonga, California: Healthy Rancho Cucamonga (Healthy RC) initiated a transformative journey to improve community health and 
well-being, driven by the community. Through a collaborative approach, extensive community engagement, and ongoing efforts to revitalize 
Rancho Cucamonga, the community is banning together to change policies and programs along with implementing initiatives such as safer streets, 
sidewalk audits, and beautification projects throughout the built environment.  

● Ajo, Arizona: In Ajo, Arizona, the community has embraced "creative placemaking" to honor its history and revitalize its space. Partnering with the 
International Sonoran Desert Alliance, a group of community members organized a mural fest where muralists from all over the world came to 
transform alleyways and other historical buildings and celebrate Ajo's cultural history.

Invest in neighborhood associations that are led by residents and community members 

Studies show that neighborhood associations play a crucial role in fostering social connection, strengthening social cohesion, increasing civic 
engagement, and building the social networks of community members.(123-125) In a study focused on a community garden neighborhood 
association, researchers found residents who participated regularly in meetings were more familiar with their neighbors compared to 
non-participants.(125) An additional advantage, particularly for renters as opposed to homeowners, includes a boost in trust towards racial 
minorities and enhanced cooperation among community members.(126)

            Stakeholder Action
            Create and Support Volunteer Groups

Research shows volunteering can improve 
social connection and reduce feelings of social 
isolation and loneliness - not only for the 
individuals receiving services, but also the 
volunteers themselves.(127-129) 

 

● Winnemucca, Nevada: A volunteer-led program, now supported by the mayor and local officials,  was created to transform Winnemucca into an 
"Age-Friendly" and "Dementia-Friendly" community. Community volunteers developed and implemented an action plan around enhancing outdoor 
spaces, improving transportation and housing affordability, increasing civic participation, and organizing social events. 

● San Jose, California: The Strong Neighborhoods Initiatives enabled residents across 19 communities to suggest and prioritize improvement 
projects. Forming the Neighborhood Council, which has become a permanent part of the city's decision-making process, has fostered a new 
generation of community leaders that drive active community participation despite challenges with funding. 

● New York City, New York: Founded by a local resident, The 34th Avenue Open Street Coalition in Jackson Heights, New York, has transformed 30 
blocks into a permanent communal space that functions as a  linear park. This area hosts a variety of community events, significantly enhancing 
social interaction and community among one of the world's most diverse populations.

● Minneapolis, Minnesota: Minneapolis allocates city funds to support neighborhood associations throughout the city and has recently restructured 
its funding distribution to emphasize equity. Additionally, the city offers the "Equitable Engagement Fund," which neighborhood associations can 
access by showing how their activities will focus on engaging underserved communities. In a recent report, they discuss the history and impact of 
neighborhood funding using a racial equity lens and provide guidance to neighborhoods. 
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Facilitate cross-boundary collaboration, partnership, and investments

Cross-sector collaboration is important to drive long-lasting, systemic change for housing, transportation, and public spaces. This also includes 
cross-boundary partnerships across county, city, and state lines. These partnerships expand on the sharing of best practices, resources, and 
solutions to combat social isolation and can lead to the development of scalable and adaptable models that address the unique needs of 
diverse communities and leverage diverse perspectives to tackle multifaceted issues.(130) For example, urban-rural partnerships can provide 
insights into how different environments influence social connectivity and how interventions can be tailored to suit different demographic and 
geographic contexts. Similarly, collaboration between public transit authorities and housing developers can prioritize  transit-oriented 
development while state and municipal collaboration can be effective in streamlining resources and policies across different governance levels. 

            Stakeholder Action
            Host a Social Connection Workshop

Use the Action Guide for Socially Connected 
Communities to facilitate a social connection 
workshop - bringing together diverse 
stakeholders to work toward common goals and 
shared interests. Map resources to identify 
opportunities to build off one another’s assets 
and strategically align efforts. ● Massachusetts, USA: AARP State President, Sandra Harris and Dr. Caitlin Coyle of UMass Boston Gerontology came together to advance social 

connection across the state of Massachusetts. They convened a taskforce of community leaders, nonprofit organizations, and policymakers to 
develop strategies for enhancing social connections. Four years later, the 40-member Taskforce not only facilitates cross-boundary collaboration 
between local and state leaders, it also promotes public awareness of social health and pilots new methods to combat loneliness and isolation for 
all ages.

● Ohio: USDA-funded Extension programs are effectively enhancing connections between rural and urban areas. As part of a project at Ohio State 
University, aimed at bridging urban and rural divides, the program has explored economic flows, cultural diversity, and environmental challenges 
across the urban-rural continuum. It highlights the dynamic interactions between urban and rural areas, emphasizing the need for comprehensive 
approaches to development that recognize these complex relationships.

● United States: The Safe Routes to Parks initiative, a coordinated effort between the National Recreation and Parks Association and the Safe 
Routes to School National Partnership, with support from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC),  is a community-driven effort 
aimed at ensuring community members have equitable access to local parks and green spaces. Cross-sectoral collaboration between local 
governments, health departments, urban planners, and more is vital to developing comprehensive strategies enhancing walkability, pedestrian 
infrastructure, and their connection to third places. 

Implement certification programs and provide technical assistance and resources to support the evaluation of 
innovative, impactful, and sustainable use of space

Although today no single program fully addresses the design of the built environment for social connection, a few touch on parts of this. The 
WELL Building Standard, an evidence-based certification to support the health and well-being of people and organizations, includes factors 
related to community connectivity and interaction.(131) 

Beyond offering and leveraging certifications, stakeholders can also share resources and best practices, provide technical assistance, or 
support other stakeholders in optimizing spaces for social connection.  AARP Livable Communities provides resources for people looking to 
leverage the built environment, and its partners in planning, programming, policy and technology to create places where people are able to live 
(and age) well, a major part of that includes in their social connections. 

            Stakeholder Action
            Use Data to Drive Action

The Sharecare Community Well-Being Index is a 
comprehensive tool, using 600+ health risk 
factors (including social factors) to evaluate the 
well-being of communities. Tools like this can 
be helpful to organizations and communities to 
use data-driven approaches to improve 
well-being and social connection outcomes.

● Maine: A $2.5 million initiative to support older adults and caregivers, through the development of a statewide program that connects them to 
local aging resources, was announced in collaboration with various state and local agencies and the University of Maine Center on Aging. This 
initiative will provide training to community navigators who will help residents access necessary services and resources and aims to foster 
stronger community ties by providing technical assistance and financial support to enhance service accessibility and social opportunities for 
Maine’s aging population.

● Jacksonville, Florida: The AARP provides a range of resources, tools, and examples to help anyone design more livable connected communities 
including for people with special needs, often left out of larger conversations on social connection. The Arc, in Jacksonville, Florida, one of the first 
communities of its kind, aims to provide livable, more connected communities for adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities (I/DD). 
This parent-led housing model became a blueprint for others in creating safe, inclusive, and supportive environments.
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Research has affirmed the critical role that social connection plays in leading 
healthier, fuller lives and preventing and combating numerous physical, mental, and 
social health risks.(25) Social connection is also vital for our communities. Research has 
found that people who live in socially connected communities are more likely to feel a 
sense of belonging and collaborate to help their neighbors.(132) Additionally, 
community members that feel a strong sense of belonging in their community are 2.6 
times more likely to report being in very good health and 3.2 times more likely to 
report having very good mental health than people without this sense of 
belonging.(133; 105) As explored in this report, the built environment is more than just a 
background to our day-to-day - it is a key player in fostering vibrant, socially 
connected communities. Intentional design, placemaking, and reimagining places and 
spaces beyond their primary function bring people together and breathe life into the 
community. A well-designed built environment can foster social connection, promote 
a sense of belonging, and promote civic engagement while poorly designed spaces 
hinder social cohesion and exacerbate social isolation. We all can prioritize the 
creation and facilitation of public spaces that meet the physical needs of the 
community and nurture its unique social fabric. The built environment is not just 
about building and infrastructure - it is about designing the settings for life’s most 
meaningful connections. Strategies focused on promoting and strengthening social 
connection and reducing SIL throughout the built environment hold tremendous 
promise in building environments that connect. Researchers, architects, city/ regional 
planners, community leaders, and other stakeholders have worked hard to pioneer 
evidence-based solutions and forge a path toward a more socially connected future. 
While this evidence demonstrates significant promise, the gaps within the research 
and the limited scope of some evidence-based programs also suggest untapped 
opportunities to accelerate progress.

We hope that the SOCIAL Framework and this report on the Built Environment serve 
as helpful resources for the existing evidence, approaches, and policies and that they 
spark ideas for new evidence-based approaches, policies, and future areas of 
investigation. We would love to learn about how you may take action based on the 
information reviewed in this report. Please share more by completing this brief form.

SOCIAL Framework in Action

Conclusion

Provide Feedback
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