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Foreword

What accounts for good child outcomes?  This is a question that has been viewed from many
different vantage points.  The individual circumstances of children and their families are most often
seen as the critical determinants of developmental success and indeed success throughout their
whole life.  But a growing body of literature is making the argument that developmental outcomes
depend on the immediate area in which children live; it also plays a role in shaping their life chances.

The relationship between these “neighbourhood effects” and child outcomes is the subject of
CPRN Family Network’s Discussion Paper entitled The Well-being of Children:  Are There Neighbourhood
Effects?  It reviews what we know about neighbourhood effects and their relationship to other factors
with proven effects on child outcomes, such as the family and individual variables.  Although a
number of theoretical approaches are emerging, the authors tell a cautionary tale, concluding that
there is very little consensus within the academic community about the issues of cause and effect.

The question of neighbourhood effects is nevertheless a matter of practical concern to policy-
makers and program planners.  This Discussion Paper thus also includes an environmental scan of
interventions designed to improve child outcomes at the neighbourhood level.  Here, too, the
analysis reveals no clear way forward – due in part to an absence of evaluative data.  We need to
know more before appropriate policy interventions can be reliably designed.

In the end, this mapping of research and results supports the central conclusion of CPRN’s project
The Best Policy Mix for Canada’s Children, that good child outcomes depend on a combination of
adequate income and good parenting, as well as supportive communities.  Neighbourhood effects
are only one variable and must be seen in light of these three enabling conditions.

I wish to thank Caroline Beauvais and Jane Jenson for this useful and thought provoking overview
of the neighbourhood effects and child outcomes.  I also wish to acknowledge the support of
Toronto Public Health for the preparation of the study in 2002 on which this much-revised and
expanded paper is based.

Judith Maxwell
March 2003
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Executive Summary

We know that children’s development is influenced by many factors.  The most familiar are factors
in the child’s life such as family composition, socio-economic status, and so on.  Increasingly,
however, studies seek to map “neighbourhood effects,” that is the impact on developmental
outcomes of the area in which children live.  The notion is that the composition and condition of
neighbourhood can increase or decrease children’s life chances.  Such research seeks to demonstrate
that the individual circumstances of a child and her family do not completely account for
developmental achievements and life success; neighbourhood matters.  But, while there is a growing
body of research asserting that as children grow up the determinants of their development go
beyond the immediate or even extended family, there is little agreement about the nature of the
relationships between neighbourhood and child outcomes.

The first goal of this Discussion Paper is to update the state of knowledge on the impact of
neighbourhood on child development, focusing on “what we know” as well as where further
research is needed.

We first describe the aggregate factors identified as affecting child development.  Average
socioeconomic status (SES) has been identified as the key factor in explaining differences in
developmental outcomes, such as IQ, school readiness, and delinquent behaviour.  These effects can
be positive as well as negative.  Living in a well-off neighbourhood can “pull up” a child from a low-
income family, for example.  Despite the crucial role played by SES, however, researchers have
begun recently to use more refined variables and indicators and to pay attention to other
characteristics of the neighbourhood, such as family composition (including numbers of lone
parents), residential mobility and forms of civic engagement.  One of the major lessons of most
studies of neighbourhood effects on children’s development is that the factors are highly intertwined
or inter-related.

Given the evidence of such inter-relationships, as well as weak relationships and a lack of agreement
about causality, researchers have sought to develop theoretical models.  We identified and analyze
four theoretical approaches:

• The social organization approach, which highlights the ways adults in a neighbourhood influence
young people who are not their own children;

• The institutional approach, which focuses on institutions and resources such as schools, policing
or recreation programs that influence children;

• The epidemic approach, which begins from the idea that peer influences can spread problem
behaviour; and

• The stress approach, which emphasizes the importance of exposure to physical toxins such as
lead in soil and paint, as well as such social and psychological conditions such as community
violence.
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Each approach identifies a specific key factor and combines the others in different ways.  Here too,
however, there is little consensus, as theories compete with each other to account for the observed
patterns.  Moreover, while research continues to look for neighbourhood effects, it is important to
recognize that studies consistently find that family and individual variables remain very, if not the
most, important.

Given these mixed and non-systemic results a substantial critical literature exists, commenting on the
empirical studies.  These comments can be divided into two types.  One is about the ways that
studies are conducted, that is their research design.  A second type of comment raises issues about
the explanatory capacity of empirical studies and theories.  Beyond the shape of the relationship –
that is, converging, diverging, strong or weak – causality is perhaps the most difficult challenge for
researchers in this field.  All of this means that the models are rarely able to answer the “why” – that
is the cause – question.

The literature does provide three lessons, however.  A first is that the effects of a neighbourhood are
shaped by children’s different experiences by gender, class and ethnicity.  However, even when
studies find that individual factors are most important, they still do find neighbourhood impacts that
go beyond the situation of individual families.  These, however, probably affect individuals in
different ways at different life stages, and seem to be weakest for youngest children, but are perhaps
more important for their parents.  A second major lesson was that people at least partially create
their own environments and, therefore, social composition across neighbourhoods generates as
much heterogeneity as is found among individuals.  Engagement patterns are important.  Finally,
neither income nor neighbourhood is the sole determinant of poor developmental outcomes.  There
will always be children in both poor and affluent, cohesive and fragmented neighbourhoods who
will experience poor developmental outcomes.

The key conclusion of Part 2 of this paper, assessing the literature on community effects, is the need
for caution in assigning too much importance to these factors. Otherwise, there is a risk that policy-
makers will downplay attention to individual family effects and to direct interventions and services
for children.

A second goal of this Discussion Paper is to provide the tools for policy-makers seeking to improve
child outcomes by intervening at the neighbourhood and community level.  In the second part of
this Discussion Paper, we move beyond the theories to an environmental scan of a number of pilot
projects and other interventions that were constructed in accordance with the principle that
neighbourhood has a real impact on child development.  We reviewed 13 projects, describing and
classifying them according to the theoretical approach which most influenced their design, using the
classification of theoretical approaches and neighbourhood factors catalogued in Part 2.

Again, there are a number of observations that emerge from the environmental scan.  First is that
there are relatively few programs that focus both on children and community development, seeking
to shape community involvement and empowerment as well as improve child outcomes.  The
institutional approach is, by far, the dominant one.  As an approach, it leads easily and naturally to
projects to improve services and provide better distribution in order to improve developmental
outcomes, but they do not actually address the community-level factors of cohesion, interaction,
democratic empowerment, and so on.  There are fewer projects that seek to intervene using the
social organization approach to change the values, attitudes and behaviour of community members
and thus create a community effect.  Some projects do combine the institutional approach with social
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organizational components.  Finally, some projects seek to alter the individuals, literally by moving
them to another neighbourhood with different characteristics.  We examine one example of this
approach, based in the United States.

A second type of observation derived from the environmental scan is that there is, as yet, little good
evaluation data – and therefore assessment – of these strategies.  Where more evaluations have been
undertaken, as in the case of Better Beginnings, Better Futures or 1, 2, 3 GO!, the conclusion (as it was in
the academic literature) is that direct interventions are more important in ensuring good
developmental outcomes for children than are indirect ones.  The strong relationship between the
“target” for programming (children, parents, or community leaders) and the outcomes appears in
many programs.  In other words, child-focused programs affected child outcomes, parent/family-
focused programs affected parent and family outcomes, and neighbourhood programs affected
neighbourhood characteristics.  The programming to foster community empowerment, local
decision-making, and so on, can achieve improvement in quality of community life, but the
consequences for young children are less easily observed or assessed because they are indirect.

Overall, then, the conclusions that emerge from the environmental scan, as from the academic
literature on neighbourhood and community level influences, confirm the conclusions developed by
CPRN for The Best Policy Mix for Canada’s Children which identified three enabling conditions for
good outcomes, that is adequate income, good parenting, and supportive communities.  That major
analysis of Canadian and international data observed that neighbourhood and community
circumstances are only one of three factors that affect child outcomes. As many of the studies and
experiments reviewed here confirm, income and parenting are absolutely key.  Therefore, public
policy must take care to ensure programs are available that will allow parents to access adequate
income, whether via employment, child maintenance, social assistance and/or child and family
benefits.  Good parenting can be helped via services, whether individualized or delivered via
community mechanisms.  These, too, are key.  And finally, families and children who live in
supportive communities, where they are respected and their contributions valued, will also do better
than those in communities lacking cohesion, good services, and facing other threats to well-being.
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The Well-being of Children:
Are There “Neighbourhood Effects”?

By
Caroline Beauvais and Jane Jenson1

1.  Introduction
Until relatively recently, most work on child development and outcomes focused on children’s
immediate setting, that is the family and peer group.  It is only recently that research has begun to
examine less proximate and aggregate settings, such as the neighbourhood or the community.  This
shift follows from the numerous studies that have uncovered the truth of the poet’s affirmation:  no
man is an island.  The individual circumstances of a child and her family do not completely account
for developmental achievements and life success.  A poor child living in a wealthy neighbourhood
might do better than one living in a poor neighbourhood.  A child living in a low-income but safe,
lively and engaged neighbourhood might do better than a child, even with adequate income, who
lives where there is little community life.

While there is a growing body of research asserting that as children grow up the determinants of
their development go beyond the immediate or even extended family, there is little agreement about
the nature of the relationships.  Indeed, as one article asserts:  “Most [people] assume that
advantaged neighbors or classmates encourage ‘good’ behavior.  A few assume that advantaged
neighbors or classmates encourage ‘bad’ behavior.  And some assume that advantaged neighbors or
classmates have no effects one way or the other.  Each of these three schools of thought is
compatible with a variety of theories about the mechanisms by which neighborhoods and schools
influence individuals” (Jencks and Mayer, 1990: 113).  Moreover, it is very difficult to tease out of
empirical analysis the strong findings that would lead to definitive conclusions.  Findings may be in
the right direction, but they are often statistically weak (Willms, 2002b: 100).

For a number of years, researchers have been
seeking systematic measures of the effect of
neighbourhoods.  While certain factors have been
isolated, theories have been developed and
models have been tested, it would be an
exaggeration to say that there is anything
approaching a full or consensual understanding of
these interrelations.  The theoretical literature on
neighbourhood and community influences is not
always in agreement, there are competing models
about the most important neighbourhood effects,
and there are competing hypotheses about the
causality and direction of these effects.  The result
is, therefore, that actions and interventions to
improve outcomes for young children do not proceed in the same way.

                                                
1 CPRN gratefully acknowledges the support of the City of Toronto, Community and

Neighbourhood Services, Public Health Division for this research.

Most [people] assume that advantaged
neighbors or classmates encourage
“good” behavior.  A few assume that
advantaged neighbors or classmates
encourage “bad” behavior.  And some
assume that advantaged neighbors or
classmates have no effects one way or
the other.  Each of these three schools of
thought is compatible with a variety of
theories about the mechanisms by which
neighborhoods and schools influence
individual.

Jencks and Mayer, 1990: 113
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The first objective of this Discussion Paper is, then, to update the state of knowledge and suggest
where conclusions might be drawn and where further research is needed.2  First, we describe the
aggregate factors identified as affecting child development, including:  the socioeconomic makeup of
the neighbourhood; family composition (including numbers of lone parents); and forms of civic
engagement.  Then we explore the theoretical models which incorporate these factors in a variety of
ways to account for neighbourhood effects on children.  Each identifies a specific key factor and
combines the others in different ways.

In the third part of this Discussion Paper, we move beyond these theories to assess a number of
pilot projects and other interventions that were constructed in accordance with the principle that the
neighbourhood has a real impact on child development.  We describe and classify these projects
according to the approach that most influenced their design.

A second goal of this Discussion Paper is to provide, via such a clarification, the tools for policy-
makers seeking to improve child outcomes by intervening at the neighbourhood and community
level.

                                                
2 This literature has been reviewed in a number of places.  For a recent important overview see Connor and Brink

(1999).
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2. The Effects of Neighbourhood and Community on Children:
The Literature

There is a flourishing body of writing that demonstrates a correlation between the aggregate
characteristics of neighbourhoods and either children’s development (physical, psychological, or
social) or child outcomes (such as success in school or behavioural problems).  The factor most
frequently isolated is the average income in the neighbourhood.  Recently, however, other factors
have been identified as important.  These are compositional, such as the presence of certain family
types or services, and behavioural, such as levels of civic engagement.

Despite the growing attention to the characteristics of neighbourhoods, Pamela Kato Klebanov et al.
(1998) observe that there is little theory about why some characteristics of neighbourhoods affect
children and families, nor is there a short list of factors that command consensus among researchers.
Poverty rates and level of affluence, indicators of socioeconomic status, family structures (especially
the percentage of single mothers in the neighbourhood), unemployment (often indicated by rates of
joblessness among men), mobility rates or stability of the population, safety and cohesion are the
factors called on most frequently in the literature.

For example, in 1997 Ingrid Gould Ellen and
Margery Austin Turner published an overview
article that synthesized findings from a wide
range of empirical research.  They identified
six different mechanisms by which
neighbourhood effects could be transmitted:
quality of social services, socialization by
adults, peer influences, social networks,
exposure to crime and violence, and physical
distance and isolation (Ellen and Turner,
1997: 836).  Clearly, these are quite different,
ranging from geography to public policy, and
from negative to supportive situations.

Sarah Connor and Satya Brink (1999), in
their own overview, note that the community
factors that influence child development may depend on the vision of the community employed by
the researcher.  They identify five ways of envisioning a “community” and the effects it will have:
the community as a physical environment; the community as a social environment; the community
as a resource;  the community as a collectivity; and the community working for the common good
(Connor and Brink, 1999: 50).3

                                                
3 Willms (2002b: 30) provides a similar discussion of the difficulties of defining community.

Despite the growing attention to the
characteristics of neighbourhoods, Pamela
Kato Klebanov et al. (1998) observe that there
is little theory about why some characteristics
of neighbourhoods affect children and
families, nor is there a short list of factors that
command consensus among researchers.
Poverty rates and level of affluence, indicators
of socioeconomic status, family structures
(especially the percentage of single-mothers
in the neighbourhood), unemployment (often
indicated by rates of joblessness among
men), mobility rates or stability of the
population, safety and cohesion are the
factors called on most frequently in the
literature.
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2.1 The Role of Individual Factors

The assumption about what the community is will lead researchers to identify particular factors as
important, and thereby to uncover particular patterns of effects.  Indeed, the starting assumption
about what a community is can lead to quite different meanings being assigned to the same pattern
of correlation, as we will soon see.

A Longstanding Factor – Socioeconomic Status of the Neighbourhood

For years researchers have known there is a correlation between the socioeconomic status (SES) of
families and the developmental outcomes of their children.  The search for neighbourhood effects
has found a similar relationship between outcomes for individual children and the SES of a whole
neighbourhood.  Looking for the impact of neighbourhood affluence or poverty led to indicators
developed from census data, such as percent below the poverty line or the average household
income.  Indeed, these are typically the sole indicators used.  Average SES has been identified as the
key factor in explaining differences in developmental outcomes such as IQ, school readiness,
delinquent behaviour, and so on.  These effects can be positive as well as negative.  Living in a well-
off neighbourhood can “pull up” a child from a low-income family, for example.

The studies summarized in Box 1 are a representative group of such studies.

Recently, researchers have begun to use more refined variables and indicators and to pay attention to
other characteristics of the neighbourhood.  Despite the role they themselves attribute to SES,
Richard Tremblay and his colleagues note approvingly that “theoretical models have evolved from a
focus on neighbourhood socioeconomic status to include a broader range of neighbourhood
conditions” (Tremblay et al., 2001: 38).  In his somewhat plaintive words, Douglas Willms writes
(2002b: 101):  “If low income or other socioeconomic factors are not the culprits, why do we have
such a high prevalence of childhood vulnerability? And why is it that we can observe large variation
among neighbourhoods and cities across Canada, but not discern why they vary?” To solve the
mystery, he calls for research on the culture and functioning of communities.
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Box 1

Socioeconomic Status of the Neighbourhood and Child Outcomes

• From their recent review of the literature on neighbourhood effects on children and youth, Richard Tremblay and
his colleagues “found that the most consistent evidence of neighbourhood effects occurs for school-aged children,
that neighbourhood effects are stronger for cognitive and achievement measures than for behavioural and mental
health measures, and that among the most commonly studied neighbourhood variables, SES demonstrates the most
consistently powerful effects” (Tremblay et al., 2001: 7).  These authors conclude:  (a) across all outcomes, SES
appears to matter most, although the particular indicator of SES that matters most varies by outcome.  The
strongest evidence is provided for the impact of high-SES neighbourhoods on achievement outcomes among both
children and adolescents.  Low-SES neighbourhoods and residential stability are associated with young children’s
externalizing behaviour problems (Tremblay et al., 2001: 39).

• Using the data of the Infant Health and Development Program in the United States, Jeanne Brooks-Gunn et al. (1993),
conclude that there are reasonably powerful neighbourhood effects – and particularly effects due to the presence of
affluent neighbours – on IQ, rates of teenage births, and average school leaving age.  These hold even when
controls for the socioeconomic, marital status or other characteristics of families are applied.  They found that low-
income children growing up in affluent neighbourhoods appear to do better than children from similar families in
low-income neighbourhoods.  See also Duncan, Brooks-Gunn and Klebanov (1994).

• In their analysis of infants, Pamela Kato Klebanov et al. distinguish between the SES of the family and of the
neighbourhood.  They report that while:  “Developmental test scores of children and youth are influenced by family
income, as well as by other indicators of social class such as parental education … more recent evidence suggests
that the level of income in neighbourhoods, over and above family income, is also associated with early school age
developmental outcomes” (Klebanov et al., 1998: 1420).  When comparing family and neighbourhood effects, the
authors find that neighbourhood income effects are smaller than the effects of family income, maternal education
or maternal marital status.  Nonetheless, they conclude that an effect is present.

• Christopher Jencks and Susan E. Mayer (1990: 176) refine such observations by suggesting that it is the distribution
of resources (and not simply the presence) that will produce differential impacts.  When neighbours set social
standards for one another or create institutions that serve an entire neighbourhood, affluent neighbours are likely to
be an advantage.  When neighbours compete with one another for a scarce resource, such as social standing, high
school grades, or jobs for teens, having affluent neighbours is likely to be a disadvantage.

• The Moving to Opportunity (MTO) project financed by the US Department of Housing and Urban Development in
the 1990s, under the 1992 Housing and Community Development Act is the most systematic experimental research design
tried to date.  It provides families (selected by lottery) with a housing subsidy so they can move to a higher income
neighbourhood, while the rest remain in their low-income neighbourhood or public housing.  This project tests, in
particular, the factors such as having affluent neighbours on individual family outcomes such as moving from
welfare to work, educational results (especially for elementary school ages), safety, health, parenting, social
organization, child health, and behaviour problems.  The outcomes have been tracked extensively (see Del Conte
and Kling, 2001 for a summary).  Few effects on employment rates have been found, but some outcomes for
children have improved, although they also differed across sites (see the special issue of Poverty Research News, 2001,
Vol. 5: 1).  Health and safety improvements are noted, as are educational outcomes for elementary school children.
James Rosenbaum (1995) reports on the results of the precursor of the MTO, the Gautreaux Program in Chicago,
and finds some improvements in education.

• A recent Statistics Canada study found, however, that the SES of the neighbourhood in which young people in low-
income families grow up has little difference on their labour market success (participation and wages) in later years
(Statistics Canada, 2002).
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Moving Beyond SES to Understand the Impact of Poor Neighbourhoods

Poverty is well-known as a multiplier of disadvantage.  If there is agreement that neighbourhood
effects in poorer neighbourhoods are likely to be more negative than in higher-income ones, studies
have only begun to unpack the multiple factors that are often present alongside low-income in
neighbourhoods and that may actually be closer to the root of less positive developmental
outcomes.  There are two main types of arguments made in this “moving beyond” analysis.  One is
that other factors are important; the second is that it is the distribution of resources that matters most
for neighbourhood effects to be felt.

Richard Tremblay et al. argue for the need to go beyond measures of income to understand the
impact of neighbourhoods on development, by taking into account, for example, ethnic diversity or
the concentration of lone-parent families.  Such key structural features of neighbourhoods include
residential stability, immigration concentration, the adult/child ratio, the population density, and
neighbourhood family structure (Tremblay et al., 2001: 38).

Caughy, O’Campo and Brodsky (1999) analyze childhood health and development as well as effects
of neighbourhood characteristics for pregnancy outcomes.  They acknowledge that poverty reduces
access to basic necessities, thereby perhaps impacting negatively on health.  It also makes it more
likely that there will be living conditions that weigh negatively on child development prospects.
They write:  “Our research shows that poverty may be neither a necessary nor sufficient means to
characterize the social processes by which neighbourhoods influence outcomes.  Our analyses of
neighbourhood effects from our neighbourhood social indicators project, as well as from our child
development in context study, showed that non-economic characteristics of neighbourhoods –
crime rates, neighbourhood community organization, and availability of neighbourhood resources
such as retail establishments, health care providers, and public agencies – have a direct impact on the
risk of poor pregnancy outcomes” (Caughy, O’Campo and Brodsky, 1999: 624).

Still within the category of seeking additional factors, some researchers have sought to measure the
effects of neighbourhood by looking at involvement and engagement patterns.  The goal is to
consider variability within categories of neighbourhoods, because all high-risk neighbourhoods are
not homogenous.  They do not all have the same strengths or the same resources and there are
differences in the distribution of risks.  For example, Caughy, O’Campo and Brodsky classify
neighbourhoods according to patterns of community involvement, indicated by the presence of
community groups, rates of voter registration, and involvement in neighbourhood organizations.
These are taken to represent the ability of a community to identify and solve problems in the
community, and it allows for differentiation among poor neighbourhoods.  “High levels of
community involvement may be associated with improved health outcomes by resulting in higher
resource availability in the neighbourhood or through empowering residents to access service as
individuals” (Caughy, O’Campo and Brodsky, 1999: 620).

Turning to the second effort to go beyond SES, there is a burgeoning literature on the effects of
income distribution on well-being.  Research on population health first identified that positive
outcomes depended more on the equality in a community than it did on the amount of wealth.
Thus, poorer communities with a “flatter gradient” (reflecting greater equality) could have better
health outcomes than one in which the gradient was “steep” because rich and poor were very far
apart.
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In Canada, the work on gradients in distribution of educational and child health outcomes is most
associated with the Programs in Population Health and Human Development of the Canadian
Institute of Advanced Research (CIAR).  As Daniel Keating and Clyde Hertzman (1999: 8) say:
“We found the ‘flatter equals better’ phenomenon that we saw for population health, when we
looked at developmental outcomes like mathematics achievement, behavioral and school problems,
general ability, mental health, and social adaptation.”  Beyond wealth, these researchers looked to
distribution of “developmental resources,” which included access to services and supports in early
childhood.

The analysis of gradients also underpins the theoretical approach in J. Douglas Willms’ (2002b)
recent book.  While the existence of a socio-economic gradient indicates the influence of individual
family factors, its slope (steep or flat) indicates the distributional characteristics of the community.

Such research has been very important because it has shone the light of science on decisions that
communities have made, and still make, about access and equality.  We will also see in subsequent
sections that these ideas have been influential in shaping practice.

Residential Mobility and Development Outcomes

With attention turning to patterns of involvement, residential mobility experiences and rates have
also been identified as factors that could affect community attachment and, therefore, the incentive
to invest in community building.  Researchers studying problem behaviour in children are looking to
family relocation as a possible cause.  The neighbourhood effect comes through this theoretical
reasoning:  as a family relocates to a new community, a child’s behaviour can become problematic
due to the breakdown in the social network – such as the extended family, friends and neighbours –
who previously helped to control the child’s behaviour.

This factor is much less studied than those mentioned above.  For example, the two studies reported
here look at the relationship between child outcomes and neighbourhood attributes at the individual
level (i.e., mobility of individual families rather than a community-level measure), and then make the
theoretical connection to a neighbourhood effect.

First, research by DeWit, Offord and Braun (1998) measured the relationship between behaviour
problems and two mobility measures:  the time since the last move and the total number of moves.
The total number of moves had a larger effect on childhood problems.  Compared with children
who had not moved, those who reported three or more moves were more likely to engage in
problem behaviour.  Some mediating effects were observed:  children were less likely to have
problems if they had high parent/child attachment, family harmony and more positive attitudes
toward school.  Overall, however, the results tend to support a commonly held view that moving
contributes to behavioural problems by intensifying problems that already exist in the family.

Kohen, Hertzman and Wiens (1998) examined the impact of changes in care arrangements, school
changes and residential mobility on the competencies of pre-school and school-age children.  Their
findings show that numerous changes in care arrangements, school changes and residential mobility
are negatively associated with children’s competencies, over and above the effects of low income
and socio-demographic characteristics.  The authors note that it is difficult to determine the
influence of interactive effects.  For example, it is possible that children performed poorly even
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before a move because most movers were from impoverished households.  Nonetheless, the authors
call for public policies to mitigate the effects of disruptions in neighbourhood ties.

The Impact of a High Proportion of Lone Parents in Neighbourhoods

The association at the individual level between lone-parent families and problem behaviour in
children is well known.  Researchers seeking the impact of neighbourhood level characteristics on
child development go beyond the impact of these same characteristics at the family level.  In doing
so, one factor that has received significant attention is the overall proportion of lone parents in a
neighbourhood.  This is thought to have an effect on child development beyond the direct effect of
a child living in a lone-parent family.

Little is known about the effects of increasing the concentration of lone-parent families in
neighbourhoods, however.  One effect is thought to be due to the difficulties facing lone parents in
becoming involved in community activities.  The resulting decrease in social interaction leads to a
variety of behaviours and attitudes by all, or many, members of the community which weaken
collective responsibility for children.  Another effect is thought to be the prevalence of low-income
families among these parents and problems related to the concentration of poverty (lack of
resources and access to these resources, poorer health status…).

Michael Boyle and Ellen Lipman (1998) studied a range of family and neighbourhood characteristics
that could have an impact on behavioural and emotional problems in children.  They found that
characteristics of the families accounted for most of the effect.  The researchers concluded that
family circumstances have a greater effect on problem behaviour among children than do
neighbourhood factors, but that neighbourhoods still play a role in explaining this behaviour.  The
only neighbourhood factor empirically associated with all categories of problem behaviour is the
proportion of one-parent families in the neighbourhood.  Therefore, the authors conclude that
factors that increase the proportion of lone-parent families in a neighbourhood will have a
detrimental impact on child behaviour over and above that attributable to one-parent family status
alone.

In his analysis of the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY) data, however,
J. Douglas Willms did not find the same compelling evidence.  In testing what he calls the
“hypothesis of double jeopardy,” he writes (2002b: 100):  “analysis indicated that low-SES children
were even more vulnerable if they live in communities with a high percentage of single-parent
families, but overall the effects were weak.”

The New Arrival – Social Capital

Increasingly, public policy has come under the influence of the concept of social capital.  Reviewing
the early literature on the subject, Sarah Connor and Satya Brink provide a widely shared description
of social capital as being created by shared norms, reciprocal obligations and opportunities for
sharing information and relationships within the community (Connor and Brink, 1999: 8).4  It is a

                                                
4 A more recent introduction to this notion is provided in Isuma – Canadian Journal of Policy Research Vol. 2, No. 1,

2001.  As John Helliwell says in his introductory essay (2001: 6-7):  “There is growing evidence that social capital
has important implications, for prosperity, health and self-rated happiness.  People who have strong networks of
relationships tend to be more successful in their careers and live longer.  The same seems to be the case for
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concept which is now frequently referred to
when community effects are analyzed.
Commenting on the researchers who use it, the
National Research Council and Institute of
Medicine states:  “They point out that families
formulate different strategies for raising children
in high-risk neighbourhoods, ranging from
extreme protection and insulation to assuming
an active role in developing community-based
networks of ‘social capital’ that can help children
at key points in their academic or labour market
careers” (Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000: 330).

Willms reports that the concept of social capital
has been expanded to include informal social
control and the support of other people’s
children.  Thus, “social capital is more abundant
when neighbours are willing to take
responsibility for all children in their
community” (Willms, 2002b: 31).  In the same vein, Frank Furstenberg and Mary Elizabeth Hughes
(1997: 349) report findings that suggest lack of social capital is one of the “distinguishing features of
individuals in socially disorganized communities.”

Increasingly there are efforts to identify the impact that social capital can have on child outcomes.
For example, Becky Pettit and Sara McLanahan (2001) reviewed the effects that the Moving to
Opportunity Program might have on social capital.  Defining social capital as “relationships of
commitment and trust,” they consider that it may exist at the individual level (as the connection
between the individuals and the community) and at the aggregate level (the ties among members of
the community).  Such ties are found to affect the quality of institutions as well as the local
conditions.  Although most analysts agree that moving to a nonpoor neighbourhood is likely to
increase access to social capital at the aggregate level, there is less agreement about the effect of
moving on social capital at the individual level.  At the individual level, the difference between the
experimental and control group was statistically zero (Pettit and McLanahan, 2001: 9).  Thus, they
found no evidence that those moving to new neighbourhoods increased their social capital, except
to the extent that the move improved the quality of neighbourhoods and, therefore, perhaps
reduced fears of interacting.

Using a notion of social capital (that combines family as well as community ties) Desmond Runyan
et al. (1998) examine the extent to which social capital is associated with positive developmental and
behavioural outcomes in high-risk preschool children.  They seek to describe the benefits derived
from personal social relationships both within families and communities as well as social affiliations.
They created a social capital index by assigning one point to each of the following indicators:  two
parents or parent-figures in the home, social support of the maternal caregiver, no more than two
children in the family, neighbourhood support and regular church attendance.  They analyze young

                                                                                                                                                            
communities and societies in which there are strong and overlapping networks of formal and informal relationships;
individuals in communities with strong social capital tend to be more prosperous, healthier and experience less
crime.”

Increasingly, public policy has come
under the influence of the concept of
social capital.  It is a concept which is
now frequently referred to when
community effects are analyzed. The
National Research Council and
Institute of Medicine says about the
researchers who use it:  “They point
out that families formulate different
strategies for raising children in high-
risk neighbourhoods, ranging from
extreme protection and insulation to
assuming an active role in developing
community-based networks of ‘social
capital’ that can help children at key
points in their academic or labour
market careers” (Shonkoff and
Phillips, 2000: 330).
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children “doing well” and “not doing well” in four longitudinal studies, with outcomes measured as
per the Child Behavioral Checklist.  The social capital index as a whole was strongly correlated with
child well-being, while the individual indicators that best discriminated between levels of child
functioning were the most direct measures of social capital:  church affiliation, perception of
personal support, and support within the neighbourhood.

Interdependencies

The major lesson of most studies of neighbourhood effects on children’s development is that the
factors are highly intertwined or inter-related.  Caughy, O’Campo and Brodsky studied how
neighbourhood characteristics influenced the risk of poor pregnancy outcomes.  They distinguished
among three sets of social processes by which
neighbourhoods might increase the risk of poor health
and well-being:  economic and social deprivation,
environmental stress, and levels of community
involvement, with each social process linked to specific
indicators.  They found that both economic and non-economic indicators in the neighbourhood had
direct effects on the risk of poor pregnancy outcomes.  Women living in a poor community had a
greater chance of having a poor pregnancy outcome compared to a woman living in a better-off
community, while the risk associated with living in poorly organized communities is significantly
greater, regardless of educational attainment.  Indeed, they observe that the risk of low birth weight
for highly educated women living in poorly organized neighbourhoods is almost 2.5 times greater
than the risk for poorly educated women living in well-organized communities.5 These findings
indicate that characteristics of the social environment of the neighbourhood make important
contributions to the health status of residents.  The conclusion the authors come to is that, to be
effective, programs must simultaneously address the multiple social issues facing community
residents.  “One-size-fits-all” programs are limited in their ability to address problems of central
cities, as there is considerable variation within neighbourhoods considered at-risk (Caughy,
O’Campo and Brodsky, 1999: 619).

In a counter-argument against policy targeting, J. Douglas Willms argues that the relatively weak
findings of neighbourhood effects in the NLSCY data lead to another conclusion.  He writes
(2002b: 101): “Overall, therefore, these findings present a serious challenge to the ‘culture of
poverty’ thesis and to risk-factor research that suggests childhood vulnerability stems predominantly
from poverty or low SES. … the findings do present a strong case for universal rather than targeted
interventions.  Interventions directed predominantly at poor families or poor communities will not
substantially reduce childhood vulnerability.”

Given the evidence of such inter-relationships, as well as weak relationships and a lack of agreement
about causality, researchers have sought to develop theoretical models.  Here too, however, there is
little consensus, as theories compete with each other to account for the observed patterns.

                                                
5 The operationalization of well and poorly organized communities was determined by the crime rates,

neighbourhood community organization such as community involvement, and the availability of neighbourhood
resources such as retail establishments, service establishments, health care providers and public agencies.

The major lesson of most studies of
neighbourhood effects on children’s
development is that the factors are
highly intertwined or inter-related.
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2.2. Theoretical Models of Neighbourhood and Community Level Influences on
Children’s Growth and Development

Observed patterns of correlation never explain anything on their own.  They require theoretical
models that can interpret them.  When analysts set out their models they arrange neighbourhood
characteristics in a variety ways.  Although all of them attribute importance to the SES of the
neighbourhood, its location in the chain of causality varies.  It can be, for example, the primary
causal factor, a secondary one that influences patterns of engagement, or a even a dependent
variable whose influence can be attenuated by the working of social capital or another factor.

Several authors have created a typology of theoretical models in order to classify the literature into a
limited number of categories.  Three examples of such efforts at typologizing appear in Box 2.

Box 2

Three Typologies of Neighbourhood Effects

Jencks and Mayer (1990) describe three schools of thought about how the social composition of a neighbourhood
affects youth behaviour.  These are:
• peer influences – the epidemic model ,
• indigenous adult influences – the collective socialization model, and
• outside adult influences – the institutional model.

Connor and Brink (1999) identify four approaches that have been relevant for the National Longitudinal Survey of
Children and Youth (NLSCY) studies.  These are:
• social contagion,
• collective socialization,
• neighbourhood resources, and
• competition or relative deprivation approaches.

The National Research Council and Institute of Medicine (Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000) list four general types of theories
or approaches:
• social organization,
• institutional explanations,
• epidemic approaches, and
• stress.

Each author creates the typology that best meets the needs of her or his specific research agenda.
There is none that is “better” than another, although some are more complete and provide better
coverage, and some are simpler to use.  Using these latter two criteria, for purposes of this
Discussion Paper, we have chosen to use the typology of the National Research Council and
Institute of Medicine.  It is also a straightforward classification that permits us to “add on” sub-
categories of theoretical models.
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The Social Organization Approach

This is also sometimes called the “collective socialization” model and sometimes a social control
model.  Those who employ this theory see adults as role models and as potential enforcers who keep
children from displaying inappropriate behaviour (Jencks and Mayer, 1990: 114-115).  Analysis
focuses on the ways adults in a neighbourhood influence young people who are not their own
children.

It is an approach that puts the emphasis on role models and value consensus in the neighbourhood;
these are considered to limit and control problem behaviour among young people.  Neighbourhoods
in which there are good relationships and strong ties among parents as well as shared values about
child-raising are more likely to monitor the behaviour of, and potential dangers to, children.
Contacts among parents may lead them to share strategies for dealing with problem behaviours
exhibited by their children, to encourage their talents, to make connections to community resources,
to organize neighbourhood activities, and so on.

An example of this model is provided by Coulton, Korbin, Su and Chow (1995).  They show that
variation in rates of officially reported child maltreatment are correlated with structural determinants
of community social organization, such as economic and family resources, residential instability,
household and age structure, and geographic proximity of neighbourhoods to concentrated poverty.
These rates are also inter-correlated with indicators of the breakdown of community social control
and organization.

The theory of collective efficacy is in many ways similar to the idea of collective socialization.  Researchers
use the term to suggest that individuals share responsibilities for generating benefits for all residents.
A community where members rely on and trust each other may be more likely to exhibit collective
socialization.  Robert Sampson (Sampson, Raudenbush and Earls, 1997) has argued that collective
efficacy is based on informal social control found in the neighbourhoods where members trust each
other and express willingness to intervene for the common goal (see Kohen, Hertzman, and Brooks-
Gunn, 1998: 9).

The Institutional Approach

The institutional approach, like the collective socialization approach, focuses on the ways adults
influence children.  This time, however, the spotlight is on adults (often from outside the
community) who work in the school, the police force, and other neighbourhood institutions.  The
institutional approach – perhaps better known as the “community resource” approach – focuses on
institutions such as schools, policing, or recreation programs.  According to Satya Brink (2001):
“The theory of community resources suggests that collective investments in the quality and quantity
of social and material resources such as playgrounds and scouting, contribute to the outcomes of
individual children.”

When this approach is used, communities are characterized in terms of their physical characteristics
and infrastructure.  The approach hypothesizes that these institutions will have significant effects on
outcomes because they themselves provide resources or make resources available to children and
families.  Institutional resources such as parks, libraries and children’s programs provide
opportunities for enrichment in relatively affluent neighbourhoods, and these are usually not as
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widely available in resource-poor neighbourhoods.  Therefore, the distribution of institutionalized
resources will have consequences for outcomes.

Studies that focus on “concentrated poverty and social isolation” are also part of an institutional
model.  Here the idea is that if child development is dependent on the socioeconomic conditions of
the environment in which the child is raised, children raised in impoverished environments may be
isolated from social networks and resources that foster healthy development.  In The Truly
Disadvantaged, William Julius Wilson (1987) makes the case that the increasing “social isolation” of
the poor, especially poor African-Americans, has greatly contributed to their poverty.  Wilson argues
that children raised in areas of concentrated poverty are isolated from the conventional values and
networks of mainstream development and therefore they have less opportunity than children living
in more mixed neighbourhoods.6

Epidemic Approaches

This model is based on the idea that peer influences can spread problem behaviour.  Such
approaches posit that when concentrations of disadvantage exceed a certain “tipping point” in any
community, the problems they experience may then spill over to contiguous communities.
Epidemic models fit with a way of understanding communities as a social environment in which
negative characteristics may deprive children of positive social supports and expose them to anti-
social behaviours while positive environments should have opposite effects.

One example of an epidemic model is the notion of “social contagion,” that hypothesizes the spread
of deviant behaviour through imitation, modeling, and social learning from children’s peers within
the neighbourhood.  The focus is usually on negative behaviours such as engaging in crime or poor
school attendance.  The approach does take personal differences into account, but also expects there
will be a tendency for children to conform to neighbourhood norms (Connor and Brink, 1999: 8).
Research has uncovered such effects.

Many researchers are critical of this model because of its lack of refinement.  For example, in their
assessment of the epidemic model, Jencks and Mayer point out that writers often assume that bad
behaviour is contagious, but few actually examine the notion in detail and particularly how the
contagion occurs.  The model implies that each neighbourhood has a single dominant set of norms,
that is, that there is internal homogeneity.  In addition, it assumes that the dominant norm about any
given behaviour derives from observing what others do.  Neither of these factors are actually
demonstrated, according to Jencks and Mayer.  They conclude, moreover, that “to be convincing,
epidemic models must allow for individual differences in susceptibility to neighborhood or school
influences” (Jencks and Mayer, 1990: 114).

                                                
6 There are, however, three types of observations that serve to moderate this relationship between institutional

resources and outcomes somewhat.  First, research finds that the actual level of resources may be less important
than perceptions related to factors such as neighbourhood safety; parents may be unwilling to take advantage of
existing resources if they do not perceive the environment as safe (Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000: 330).  Secondly, in
situations of scarcity, competition for resources may affect results (Connor and Brink, 1999: 9).  For example, if the
neighbourhood is heterogeneous in its social composition, a gap between rich and poor may arise, and may actually
lead to negative outcomes among low-income children.  Thirdly, the notion of “relative deprivation” focuses on the
negative impacts that certain neighbourhood structures (particularly when surrounded by affluent neighbours) can
have on children.
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This model is rarely used to understand the behaviour of pre-school children, for whom the concept
of “peer group” has less meaning.  However as Connor and Brink point out (1999: 4), within the
“collective socialization” model that focuses on the impact of adult role models and adult influences
within the community, there are elements that are not that different from an “epidemic” approach.

Stress Model

This approach emphasizes the importance of exposure to physical toxins such as lead in soil and
paint, as well as such social and psychological conditions such as community violence.  It seeks to
identify the damaging developmental consequences of exposure to violence and to hazards (ambient
lead and asthma-inducing air pollution, for example) (Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000: 330).  Obviously,
in contrast to the other approaches reviewed, this one places much more emphasis on physical
conditions and less on social or economic circumstances, although violence is identified as a
negative neighbourhood influence.

Contaminated soil or water, air pollution, abandoned housing, and dangerous automobile traffic that
increases the chance of disease and injury are all hazards that can have deleterious effects either
immediately or over the long-term on child health.  In the social environment, crime, drugs,
prostitution and the presence of gangs may increase the risk of adverse outcomes in children (Boyle
and Lipman, 1998).

2.3  How Important is the Impact of the Neighbourhood?

While research continues to look for neighbourhood effects, it is important to recognize that studies
consistently find that family and individual variables remain very, if not the most, important.7

As reported above, Tremblay and colleagues found that
childhood aggressiveness and physical aggression was
associated with characteristics of the neighbourhoods in
which children lived, and specifically poverty levels and
perceptions that the neighbourhood had problems.

a
c
t
W

T
d
a
(
s
h
N

 
7

While research continues to look
for neighbourhood effects, it is
important to recognize that studies
consistently find that family and
individual variables remain very, if
not the most, important.
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Children’s anxiety and emotional problems were also
ssociated with the size of neighbourhoods in which they lived.  Nonetheless, despite such
orrelations, the authors conclude that the influence of the neighbourhood is small in comparison to
he variables measuring characteristics of families and individual children (Tremblay et al., 2001).

illms (2002b: 100-01) points to similarly weak effects.

he impact of neighbourhood and community factors also varies according to the indicator of
evelopment being observed.  There are differences, for example, whether the concern is IQ, social
djustment and behaviour, or physical well-being and so on.  Kohen, Hertzman and Brooks-Gunn
1998) examine the influences of neighbourhood and family socioeconomic characteristics for
chool readiness.  For both toddlers and pre-schoolers, family characteristics are important.  Overall,
owever, the researchers found that neighbourhoods also influence the school readiness of children.
eighbourhoods with less affluence, lower ratings of safety, more female-headed families, low levels

                                               
 Martha Gephart provides a table classifying studies of community and contextual analyses, reviewed by

developmental period.  It includes the study, the data set and sample, the neighbourhood/community level
characteristics verified, the outcomes level domain and the results (Gephart, 1997:  15- 25).
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of neighbourhood cohesion, and lower levels of maternal education have more children who have
lower cognitive scores and more behaviour problems.  Family characteristics reduce the effects of
neighbourhoods for toddlers, however.  Therefore, neighbourhood effects are stronger for older
children.

Using data from the NLSCY, Ross, Roberts and Scott (1998) document where differences exist
across a very broad range of developmental outcome variables.  They compare children living in
lone-parent families to a comparison group consisting of all children.  Analyzing factors such as
family income, parental resources, community resources, and family characteristics, the results show
that these characteristics all contribute strongly to explaining variations in the vulnerability of lone-
parent children.  Parental resources, however, are again the most influential.

Written more than a decade ago, the Jencks and Mayer (1990: 176) citation is still relevant, as the
recent Canadian studies cited above confirm:  “As a rule, the more aspects of family backgrounds we
control, the smaller neighborhood and school effects look.”

Some General Assessments of the Correlates of Neighbourhood Effects on Children

Given these mixed and non-systemic results, several concluding observations might be made about
neighbourhood effects on children’s well-being.  A substantial critical literature exists, commenting
on the empirical studies.  These comments can be divided into two types.  One is about the ways
that studies are conducted, that is, their research design.  A second type of comment raises issues
about the explanatory capacity of empirical studies and theories.

Research Design

The field is replete with studies that provide only a partial test of any model.  Criticisms of this
practice are constantly made, but the practice continues, with the consequence that the results are
often limited, at best, or the theory is only partially assessed.8  Connor and Brink (1999) and Willms
(2002b: 100) both note that the complex relationship between communities and child outcomes as
suggested in theory often have not been empirically studied due to data deficiencies.  Studies that
investigate community influences by examining socioeconomic and family structure variables most
often rely on secondary analysis of existing data, but such data sources rarely provide sufficient detail
on key variables.  Variables that have demonstrated significance to child development outcomes
include parents’ labour force participation or marital status, socioeconomic characteristics of the
family and the larger community, the concentration of people, and the ethnic or cultural diversity in
the area.  While “these variables yield little specific information about how community, through its
resources and structure, can influence child outcomes, they do contribute important information
about the influence of the child’s wider socio-demographic environment” (Connor and Brink,
1999: 4).  Factors that might increase positive outcomes include greater safety and cohesion,
increased participation in community activities and higher levels of collective efficacy (social
cohesion and willingness to intervene for the common good) within the communities (Connor and
Brink, 1999: 5).  But measures of these factors are rare indeed.

                                                
8 One of the exceptions, which tests the social disorganization theory directly, is Sampson and Groves (1989).
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Connor and Brink provide a long list of problems hindering solid understanding of the impact of
neighbourhood factors that include:  the definition of communities; measurement of child
outcomes; community variables; presence and use of resources; social, economic and physical
barriers to use of service; selection bias; separation of contextual factors from community factors;
understanding of a dynamic relationship; changing relationships to community as a child grows;
direct and indirect effects; distinguishing past and present community impacts; and risk and
protective factors (Connor and Brink, 1999; see also Brooks-Gunn et al., 1994 and Kearns and
Parkinson, 2001).

A similar observation is made by Furstenberg and Hughes (1997) who are skeptical that quantitative
research had demonstrated a convincing association between neighbourhoods and children’s
development and certainly do not believe that it has established the causal pathways between
characteristics of neighbourhoods and child development.  They are critical of many studies because
they fail to have any dynamic dimension to them.  Too many research designs do not allow for
learning or for the effects of family dynamics.  Furstenberg and Hughes call not only for controls of
the effect of family variables, but also for analytic efforts to understand the interaction between
family variables and characteristics of the neighbourhood.

In a paper that explores the relation between neighbourhood opportunity structures and immigrants’
socioeconomic advancement, Annick Germain and Julie Elizabeth Gagnon (1999) provide a critical
reflection on the methodological and conceptual difficulties inherent to the notion of
neighbourhood.  Germain and Gagnon conclude the following about the use of quantitative
analysis:  “This is not to deny the important contribution of quantitative analysis in providing
descriptive portraits of aggregate socioeconomic conditions at various spatial scales.  But their
application to study the neighbourhood as a social unit seems premature, given the theoretical flaws
which taint our understanding of its complex social nature” (Germain and Gagnon, 1999: 180).  For
Germain and Gagnon, it seems important to explore the multiple meanings, by calling upon
qualitative analysis, which may help us to understand neighbourhood dynamics and explain
associated representations.9 Willms (2002b: 101-02), after reviewing the findings of the NLSCY,
comes to a similar conclusion.

Patterns of Correlation and Causal Links – Still a Story of Uncertainty

These models and approaches are all based on empirical and often quantitative analysis, although
experimentation in the formal sense is often difficult.  Nevertheless, despite the quite good data
available, the models themselves predict a variety of relationships, and even quite different directions
of causation.  The majority of empirical studies make use of more than one model of the links
between child development and neighbourhood characteristics to design their research and
interventions and to evaluate outcomes (for example, see Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993).  Therefore, the
community and neighbourhood factors identified as having an impact on child development
confirm the impression that theoretical models are difficult to distinguish clearly, tend to be
complementary, and tend to identify similar variables as having an impact on development.  Several
literature reviews make the point that differences arise less because of quality of design or
methodology and more because of initial theoretical choices made, and indicators chosen.

                                                
9 Robin Jarret (1997) shares the same point of view and argues that quantitative studies alone offer an incomplete

understanding of family life and child development in impoverished neighbourhoods.



The Well-being of Children:  Are There “Neighbourhood Effects”? 17

In order to make the point that theory and knowledge about community effects is still contested,
and therefore policy-makers should exercise caution in designing interventions, Douglas Willms
(2002a) conducted a sort of “thought experiment.”  He reviewed a wide body of literature, and
identified fully 10 different hypotheses about community effects.  These are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1
Ten Hypotheses about Community Effects

The Hypotheses
The Description of the Relationship between
Socioeconomic Status (SES) and Social
Outcomes (education, health, etc.)

The hypothesis of added value. Communities will “pull up” the disadvantaged within
them.

The hypothesis of diminishing returns. The relationship between SES and outcomes weakens
at the upper levels of the SES rank.

The hypothesis of increasing variation. Variation in outcomes across different SES
communities will increase with the age of children.

The hypothesis of converging gradients. Variation in outcomes among communities decreases
with higher SES.

The hypothesis of double jeopardy. Disadvantaged children living in disadvantaged
communities are doubly disadvantaged.

The hypothesis of spatial auto-correlation. Successful communities cluster in space.

The hypothesis of relative deprivation. Homogenous communities have better outcomes
than heterogeneous communities.

The hypothesis of group status moderator. Lower status groups tend to have lower and steeper
gradients than high-status groups.

The hypothesis of family and community mediators. Variation in outcomes within and among
communities is accounted for by differences in
community activities and practices.

The hypothesis of stable socioeconomic gradients. Communities tolerate certain levels of inequalities and
these are maintained through path dependencies in
policies, but they can be changed.

Source:  Based on Willms, 2002a.

When you examine this summary presentation, it is immediately apparent that the hypotheses do not
all predict the same outcome or the same direction of correlation.  For example, while the
Hypothesis of Added Value suggests that neighbourhood effects will produce a constant
relationship across all social groups, Willms also has evidence for the Hypothesis of Increasing
Variation according to which effects fluctuate by age.  The Hypothesis of Diminishing Returns
implies that the effects are greater for low-income children and decline among those with higher

incomes.  Indeed, if this hypothesis were to hold
widely, there may be a systematic undercounting
of the impact of neighbourhood and community
factors.  The report of the National Research

Council and Institute of Medicine states, for example:  “If neighborhood conditions matter more for
disadvantaged than advantaged children, as some have found, … then studies of neighborhood
effects based on broad population samples may miss an important part of the story” (Shonkoff and
Phillips, 2000: 331), because they do not examine such intervening effects.

Causality is perhaps the most difficult
challenge for researchers in this field
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Willms (2002a) also has a Hypothesis of Relative Deprivation and it suggests a different pattern of
relationship to a model focused only on levels of resource availability, i.e., the Hypothesis of Added
Value.  In other words, depending on the distribution of resources, there may be a positive or a
negative relationship between amount of resources available and positive outcomes.

Beyond the shape of the relationship – that is, converging, diverging, strong or weak – causality is
perhaps the most difficult challenge for researchers in this field.  We have already mentioned studies
that find that the perception of safety may be more important than the presence of resources, and
therefore this perceptual factor may need to be taken into account in designing interventions.
Indeed, the notion that there are important mediators, based on perceptions or on the behaviour of
persons and families in the neighbourhoods, has come to the fore recently.  For example, the
literature on social organization puts a good deal of weight on action and shared values; the social
capital discussions make significant contributions here as well.  Willms (2002a) labels this the
Hypothesis of Family and Community Mediators.  Such hypotheses raise questions about
institutional/resource analyses, by inserting a mediating factor into the causal chain.10

Writing of the institutional, epidemic and collective socialization [which they label social control]
models, Jencks and Mayer (1990: 155) say:

From an empirical viewpoint it is often difficult to choose among these three models.
All predict that students will learn more when their schoolmates come from affluent
families, for example.  The institutional model attributes this to the fact that affluent
schools have better teachers and a more demanding curriculum.  The contagion model
attributes it to the fact that affluent students serve as role models for the less affluent.
The social control model attributes it to the fact that affluent parents force their
children’s schools to set high standards.  When we look at real schools, the three models
are hard to distinguish.

They also add:

Because this issue is difficult to resolve empirically, social scientists often try to resolve it
ideologically.  Conservatives tend to espouse contagion or social control models that
focus on the way the poor affect one another’s attitudes, values, or behavior.  Liberals
prefer institutional models because they shift responsibility for what happens in a poor
neighborhood to middle-class outsiders.  The work we reviewed throws little light on
this controversy.  Almost all of it relies on a “black box” model of neighborhood and
school effects that make no assumptions about how social composition influences
individual behavior.  Models of this kind try to answer the question, How much would
an individual’s behavior change if he or she moved from a low socioeconomic status
(SES) to a high SES neighborhood or school?  They do not purport to explain why
moving has an effect (Jencks and Mayer, 1990: 115).

All of this means that the models are rarely able to answer the “why” – that is the cause – question.
Instead, researchers tend to treat the neighbourhood as a black box and, despite the increase in
numbers of studies in the 1980s, few had opened the box.  Furstenberg and Hughes (1997: 353)
mention:  “No matter how well executed, studies such as these can only demonstrate an association

                                                
10 Tremblay et al., (2001) adopt such a model of mediational factors.
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at a point in time between sociodemographic characteristics of neighbourhoods and children’s
statuses.  That is, they do not open the black box containing the causal directions between
neighbourhood conditions and children’s lives.”

In other words, these experts, as well, suggest a great deal of caution in interpretation of patterns
and community effects.

Despite these limits on definitive conclusions, however, a number of researchers feel sufficiently
confident of their findings to make some policy as well as research recommendations.  For the latter,
Ellen and Turner (1997) acknowledge that while the empirical research generally confirms that
neighbourhood environment has an influence, efforts to identify which neighbourhood
characteristics matter the most and to quantify their importance for families and children have been
inconclusive and sometime contradictory.  If no one study can provide definitive guidance to policy-
makers about the importance of particular neighbourhood attributes or about strategies – that is
about policy design – they are optimistic that studies combining qualitative and quantitative methods
offer a promising direction for understanding about how and why neighbourhoods matter (Ellen
and Turner, 1997: 835).  Similarly, while Ross, Roberts and Scott (1998) conclude that parenting
programs are important, they also call for support for measures to strengthen communities.

Thus, some lessons can be drawn.  Even if individual factors are important, all studies are now
finding neighbourhood impacts, although they probably affect individuals in different ways at
different life stages.  Perhaps they are weakest for the youngest children, but not necessarily for their
parents.  Encounters with neighbourhood are also shaped by children’s different experiences by
gender, class and ethnicity (Furstenberg and Hughes, 1997: 35).  A second important lesson is that
all socially similar neighbourhoods are not the same in terms of their capacity to shape the lives of
their residents.  People create their environments, at least in part, and therefore social composition
across neighbourhoods generates as much heterogeneity as is found among individuals.  Indeed, as
Willms concludes (2002b: 372), heterogeneity (what he terms social inclusion) may be the way to
avoid negative neighbourhood effects.  Neighbourhoods characterized by socioeconomic mixing,
rather than ghettoization, may both serve low-income children and have no negative impact on
those from higher-income families.  The third and final conclusion is that neighbourhoods do not
determine developmental outcomes.  There will always be children in both poor and affluent
neighbourhoods who experience poor developmental outcomes.  They all deserve attention.

Box 3
Three Lessons that can be Drawn from the Literature Review

1. Even if individual factors are important, all studies are now finding neighbourhood impacts, although
they probably affect individuals in different ways at different life stages.

2. All socially similar neighbourhoods are not the same in terms of their capacity to shape the lives of their
residents.  People create their environments, at least in part, and therefore social composition across
neighbourhoods generates as much heterogeneity as is found among individuals.

3. Neighbourhoods do not determine developmental outcomes.  There will always be children in both poor
and affluent neighbourhoods who experience poor developmental outcomes.
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3. An Environmental Scan of Programs in Neighbourhoods and Communities
to Promote Healthy Growth and Development Among Children Zero to Six

In Canada and elsewhere there are numerous programs that are “community-based,” seeking to
respond to the needs of the community and thereby effectively provide program and services that
will lead to children’s development and growth.  Most programs seek to use community resources in
order to ensure that young children and their families are supported well and that they have access
to the resources they need.  These projects often generate decentralization of resources either
towards the whole community or neighbourhood or towards a smaller body even closer to the child.
There are fewer projects that are actually designed to foster positive neighbourhood effects, by treating the
community itself as a factor effecting outcomes.  If we use the metaphor “it takes a village to raise a
child” the first type of program concentrates on ensuring access to resources and supports within the
village while the second focuses more on the character of the village itself.  We pay most attention to
this latter set, based on an environmental scan conducted in spring 2002.

In this section we group different community-
based projects directed to communities and
neighbourhoods to promote healthy growth and
development of young children from zero to
six.  It is an environmental scan based on
available information, generally identified via an
Internet search, library research and, in a few
cases, consultations with key informants.  Most
are Canadian-based projects but a few are based
in the United States and Great Britain.

With reference to the theoretical approaches
and neighbourhood factors catalogued in Part 2,
it is worth noting that the institutional approach is – by far – the dominant one turned up in the
environmental scan.  As an approach, it leads easily and naturally to projects to improve services and
provide better distribution in order to improve developmental outcomes.  Some projects combine
the institutional approach with social organizational components.  There are fewer projects that seek
to intervene in order to change values, attitudes and behaviour of community members so as to create
a community effect; we have called this a social organization approach.  Nonetheless, we will present
a few that do this.  Finally, some projects seek to alter the individuals, literally by moving them to
another neighbourhood with different characteristics.  We examine one example of this approach.

Just as in the analytical literature, the community interventions rarely represent a “pure” form of any
one model.  They tend to represent a combinations of approaches.  Therefore, when we categorize
them it is according to their principal theoretical affiliation, always recognizing that they are usually
hybrids.

In each category we first describe the projects for which the most information, including the best
evaluations and assessments, is available.  We then describe similar programs in the category in
much less detail.

Box 4 presents the list of projects inventoried in the environmental scan.

Most programs seek to use community
resources in order to ensure that young
children and their families are supported
well and that they have access to the
resources they need.  These projects often
generate decentralization of resources
either towards the whole community or
neighbourhood or towards a smaller body
even closer to the child. There are fewer
projects that are actually designed to foster
positive neighbourhood effects, by treating
the community itself as a factor effecting
outcomes
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Box 4
List of Projects Inventoried and their Categorization

Community-based Projects Using an Institutional Approach Based on Improved Services and Better Distribution
• Better Beginnings, Better Futures http://bbbf.queensu.ca/
• Understanding the Early Years http://www.hrdc.gc.ca/sp-ps/arb-dgra/nlscy-elnej/uey-cpe/uey.shtml
• Success By 6 http://www.uway.org/sx6/
• Growing Together http://www.investinkids.ca
• Sure Start http://www.surestart.gov.uk
• The Cuyahoga County Early

Childhood Initiative http://www.cuyahoga.oh.us/FCFC/ECI.htm

Community-based Projects Based on an Institutional Model with Strong Social Organization Components

• Windows of Opportunity http://www.firstcallbc.org/mobilizing/windows.htm
• Aboriginal Head Start http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/hppb/childhood-youth/acy/ahs.htm

Community-based Projects Using a Social Organization Approach
• 1,2,3 GO! For a Better Start in Life http://www.unites.uqam.ca/cic/terrain/123go.html
• First Nations Partnership Programs http://web.uvic.ca/fnpp/home.htm
• CAPC – Waterloo Region Community

Action Program for Children http://www.region.waterloo.on.ca/
• Neighborhood Circle http://www.northwestern.edu/ipr/abcd/abcdtraining.html

In Halifax http://www.successby6halifax.ca/tfk.html

Individual-based Projects
• Moving to Opportunity http://www.wws.princeton.edu/~kling/mto/index.html

3.1 Community-based Projects Using an Institutional Approach Based on
Improved Services and Better Distribution

Better Beginnings, Better Futures

Better Beginnings, Better Futures began in 1990 as a “25-year longitudinal prevention policy research
demonstration project to provide information on the effectiveness of prevention as a policy for
children.”  Programs were set up in eight sites in Ontario:  Guelph, North Kingston, Southeast
Ottawa, an inner-city neighbourhood in Toronto, Walpole Island, Cornwall, Highfield and Sudbury.

The Better Beginnings, Better Futures project was long in the construction and based on the best
scientific evidence available.  The 1983 Ontario Child Health Study revealed that one in six children
has an identifiable emotional or behavioural disorder and that children living in poor families were at
greater risk for these problems.  In 1989, the Better Beginnings, Better Futures model was accepted by
the Ontario Ministry of Community and Social Services.  The model is designed to prevent young
children in low-income, high-risk neighbourhoods from experiencing poor developmental

http://bbbf.queensu.ca/
http://www.uway.org/sx6/
http://www.unites.uqam.ca/cic/terrain/123go.html
http://www.northwestern.edu/ipr/abcd/abcdtraining.html
http://www.successby6halifax.ca/tfk.html
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outcomes, which will later require expensive health, education and social services.  Communities are
mobilized to ensure preventive action is taken.

Overall, the goals of Better Beginnings, Better Futures are:  1) to prevent serious social, emotional,
behavioural, physical and cognitive problems in young children; 2) to promote the well-being of these
children; and 3) to enhance the abilities of families and the local neighbourhood to support their
children’s development.

Five communities chose to focus on children from birth to four years and three on children four to
eight years old.  Local community initiatives were supposed to:  respond to local needs, foster local
empowerment and capacity building by actively involving local parents and other residents in all
aspects of project decision-making, and integrate local services for children and families by building
partnerships with existing and new service-providing organizations.

The approach is institutional, focusing on resource distribution.  Demonstration sites were also
mandated “to involve families and community leaders to determine local needs and desires for
healthy child development.”  Five major project threads were to be woven together:  (1) focus on
programming, (2) creating partnerships and integrating services, (3) empowering resident
participation, (4) community development, and (5) building a project organization.  Guelph and
Sudbury have been identified in the Short-Term Findings Report of 2000 as the two locations that put
the most effort into fostering resident participation in project governance (Peters et al., 2000).  There
is also an important research component to the initiative.11

To ensure comparable research findings across all sites, the government funded the Better Beginnings,
Better Futures Research Coordination Unit (RCU).  The research is designed to assess both short-term
(5 years) and long-term (10 years or more) outcomes for children and families, and to determine the
processes and activities that local projects employ in their attempts to build capacity, integrate
services and create more civic neighbourhoods for young children.  The research unit has prepared a
Short-Term Findings Report that includes outcome measures for over 1,400 children, their families, and
their neighbourhoods in the Better Beginnings sites during the first five years of program
implementation, comparing them to several control sites, and assessing the costs of operating the
programs.  The report also provides a description of how the project sites developed their
organizations and programs, how local parents and other residents were involved in decision-making
concerning program development and implementation, and how the programs established
partnerships with other existing and new service-providing organizations in the local
neighbourhoods.  It is possible, thereby, to examine the correlation between engagement and
outcomes.

                                                
11 Research carried out in conjunction with the Better Beginnings project was required to address several major objectives

(Peters et al., 2000):
• To demonstrate how great an effect can be achieved from a primary prevention model, “not to discover the

most efficient or leanest package of prevention services, but to determine how effective a reasonably financed
and community-supported project can be.”

• To investigate the costs of the Better Beginnings model.
• To investigate process and organizational issues.
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Several lessons are learned from the experience in the eight sites, as summarized in Box 5.

Box 5
Lessons Learned from the

Better Beginnings, Better Futures Research Project

• The short-term outcomes were greatest in the area of program focus.  Communities were given a broad set of goals
for children, families and neighbourhoods.  They had to choose, within budget limits, where to invest their
resources and energy.  If the neighbourhood chose to concentrate mainly on child-focused programs, that is where
the most impact was achieved.  The same was true for parent-focused and neighbourhood-focused programs.  This
finding fits with conclusions of recent evaluations that have found that direct interventions with children have
greater effects than programs that seek to influence child outcomes indirectly.  However, it is not possible to predict
what longer-term child outcomes may be achieved at the sites that focused more of their programs on parental
supports or community development.

• A key area of concern is prevention of emotional and behavioural problems in young children.  The lessons learned
from Better Beginnings, Better Futures suggest that effective strategies to improve emotional and behavioural problems
among young children living in disadvantaged neighbourhoods should be focused, intensive and continuous over
the early years of child development – starting in infancy and carrying through the primary grades in school.
A continuous program of home visiting, playgroups and child care helped children start school with less anxiety,
fewer behavioural problems, and more ready to learn.  In schools, children’s emotional health and behaviour
improved the most when educational assistants worked with them in the classroom and with their parents in the
home.  Special education placements decreased, suggesting in-classroom assistants could potentially generate savings
in education budgets while achieving long-term benefits for children.

• The physical health of low-income families tends to be poorer than the health of families with more income.  The
Better Beginnings, Better Futures outcomes suggest some strategies.  The nutritional intake of young children is key to
healthy growth.  Neighbourhood food programs appear to have helped to maintain or improve acceptable
nutritional food intake.  However, one-fifth of the children are overweight, and it’s not likely because of their diet.
Increased physical activity is needed through recreational and other programs.  Inadequate nutrition among
breastfeeding mothers points to the need for programs to ensure access to fresh fruits and vegetables and dairy
products.  The significant decrease in smoking rates by mothers and others at all of the project sites may have been
influenced by the opportunity to get involved in community activities, especially in locations that discourage
smoking.  The success of a maternal health program in the younger child comparison site suggests that public health
departments can be a valuable partner in neighbourhood programs.

• Local projects need local participation to succeed, and meaningful resident involvement is not easy to achieve in
high-risk neighbourhoods where residents are distrustful of governments and service agencies.  Some of the
considerations identified in the project development of the Better Beginnings, Better Futures sites include the following:
allow enough time to build trust and develop programs ; provide support to communities to help with planning and
organizational development; give communities a guidepost for local involvement ; allow considerable local control
and flexibility to tailor the organization and its programs to local needs; and balance local control with clear project
ground rules to avoid confusion and potentially conflicting priorities.

Source:  Peters et al., 2000.
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In general, the conclusion of the research (Peters et al., 2000: 7) is that a program such as Better
Beginnings Better Futures can alter the dynamics of neighbourhoods in positive ways, and that it is
therefore possible to see consequences for neighbourhoods:

Locally developed and operated initiatives in high-risk neighbourhoods can be an
effective and affordable strategy for governments to help counter the toxic effects of the
“ghettoization” of family poverty in Canadian communities.  Challenging and supporting
disadvantaged neighbourhoods to build their own organizations resulted in development
of a wide range of programs for young children and families that were locally appropriate
and accepted, and that engaged the community in ways that built leadership, capacity and
cohesion.  At all of the project sites, residents felt there had been some improvement in
the quality of life in their neighbourhoods (for example, feeling safer being out at night).
At several sites, residents saw substantial neighbourhood improvements.  The local Better
Beginnings, Better Futures organizations also served as effective catalysts for partnership-
building among service agencies.

What the consequences are for children and child outcomes is less well documented, however.  As
Box 5 documents, these depend on the choices made by the community – that is, whether to focus
on children or on adults – and by public policy-makers – that is, whether to invest in the costs of
home visitors for young children so as to avoid future expenditures.

Understanding the Early Years

This large, publicly-funded project uses the institutional approach as well.  It is located in six sites
across Canada:  North York, Coquitlam/Fraser North, Prince Albert, Winnipeg, Prince Edward
Island, and the southwestern region of Newfoundland.

Understanding the Early Years is one component of a national initiative focused on the first six years of
child development and learning.  This component is intended to provide communities with the
necessary information to enhance community resources and services.  It involves teachers, parents,
guardians, community agencies and the Government of Canada (see Human Resources
Development Canada, n.d.).

The primary objective is to help communities assess how their children are doing and how to
respond to their needs, by providing research and information.  It provides instruments to inventory
resources, such as children’s programs and services, schools and child care facilities.  The longer-
term goal is to generate action plans directed towards improving the school readiness of pre-school
and school age children.

The research support provided to the community consists of information drawn from three
components:  the Early Development Instrument, the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and
Youth (NLSCY) and a Community Mapping Study (CMS).  Community mapping is done using
census data, a neighbourhood observation survey that assesses the characteristics, such as traffic
patterns and lighting, of selected street blocks in a neighbourhood, and an inventory and survey of
local programs and services for families and young children.
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North York served as a prototype project, and five additional pilot sites have since been included in
five other provinces.  Some reports of the North York results are available in the Applied Research
Bulletin, 2001.  Reports are now available for three additional sites:  Prince Albert, Prince Edward
Island and Winnipeg.  There is also more detailed information about North York in reports to
Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC).

Success By 6

This project uses an institutional approach and is located in five cities across the country, financed
by the United Ways of Ottawa-Carleton, Toronto, Edmonton, Lower Mainland BC, and Metro
Halifax.  There are also sites in the United States in Syracuse, Minneapolis, Boston, Orlando, and
Buffalo.  Information is available on the Web sites of each United Way.  The umbrella program
provides, through its partnerships and with funds raised in the community, support for a range of
local programs and initiatives to provide services for pre-school children and their families.  It
originated in Minneapolis in 1989 (for the Web site, see Box 4).

This program is intended to increase awareness of, and investment in, early childhood development.
The goal of Success By 6 is to offer all children a good start in life so that by the time they begin
Grade 1 (age six), they are physically, socially, and emotionally healthy and therefore ready to learn.
There are five objectives:  supporting parents, promoting healthy births, promoting early learning
programs, protecting children from abuse and neglect, and supporting neighbourhoods.  The
emphasis in most programs appears to be on children and families and less on neighbourhood-level
interventions.

Each local program develops its own agenda, as well as rationale for the need to invest in the early
years.  For example, while the programs in Canada tend to emphasize community development and
school readiness in their literature, the Syracuse-Onondaga County Success By 6 reproduces literature
on right and left-hand brain development, and quotes corporate leaders on the need for a strong
labour force in the future.

Growing Together

Invest in Kids funds Growing Together in three provinces – St. James Town, Toronto; Côte-des-
Neiges, Montreal; and Dartmouth and Cape Breton in Nova Scotia.  Invest in Kids’ trademark is
“The years before five last the rest of their lives,” and this program seeks to live up to this advice.
The approach used is primarily institutional, with some aspects of the stress model (analysis of
dangers and environments within which children live).  Each Growing Together model has six essential
components, of which community development is one.  This component must include:  “a
community development program, to enhance the living conditions of families.  These may include
a community safety program, neighbourhood enhancement initiatives, community advocacy
activities and community events, etc.”  Little information is provided about these initiatives.  Most
of the attention seems to be focused on interventions with individual clients that include screening
and monitoring of developmental delays.

Growing Together delivers a comprehensive, multi-disciplinary combination of best practices in child,
family and community support to high-risk families.  It is a population health-based initiative,
designed to:  1) promote healthy development and prevent future health problems in both parents
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and children; and 2) intervene early in situations where the development of an infant or child is at
risk.  The model consists of home visiting, parent training and therapeutic guidance, and
community-based resources such as breakfast programs, drop-in centres, toy-lending and
employment training programs.

The research dimensions considered in the project include measurements of the child’s health,
including physical, cognitive, emotional and social development, the parent-child relationship and
interaction, family dimensions and the support system within the family and the community.  The
research also aims at identifying predictors of developmental problems in children from among such
variables as number of risk factors and number of strengths associated with the family, length of
time in the country, age of mother, socioeconomic level of parents, participation of parents in
intervention groups and community services.

Two evaluations were carried out in the early years of the program.  They are a first-year study done
in 1996 and an evaluation of the St. James Town Program in 1997.  None have been reported since
then.

Sure Start

The approach of Sure Start is primarily institutional, and there are numerous Sure Start sites across
Great Britain.  Sure Start was created in 1998 for pre-school children.  It targets disadvantaged
neighbourhoods and promotes early years development for all families.  Programs are working to
improve social and emotional development, improve health, play and learning, and strengthen
families and communities via a wide range of activities including:  home visiting services, outreach to
all parents so that they know what is available and where they can get more help and advice; more
play and learning opportunities, through “Bookstart,” expanding day care, more parent and toddler
groups, mobile play buses and programs to help with speech and communication; support for
breastfeeding; initiatives to raise immunization rates; and a range of activities to promote healthy
eating, such as advice on cooking and preparing nutritious meals on a budget; advice and courses on
parenting issues – from first aid to managing behaviour; and providing support to parents with
children and special needs.

Each program is locally designed to respond to local needs and therefore Sure Start programs differ
from one another.  There have already been 194 areas invited to develop a Sure Start program in
some of the most deprived parts of the country.  It does not have a strong community development
component.

The Cuyahoga County Early Childhood Initiative

This initiative takes an institutional approach, seeking to ensure a better distribution of services in
Cuyahoga County, Ohio.

The Cuyahoga County Early Childhood Initiative is a three-year public/private collaborative effort to
promote and improve early intervention and supportive services to all children in the county, from
birth through age five.  The initiative consists of five interrelated components:  (1) a universal home
visitation program for all first-time and teenage mothers giving birth in the county (Welcome Home),
and an intensive multi-year home visitation program for new parents facing the greatest challenges
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(Early Start); (2) improved child care services, including expanding the network of quality home-
based child care; (3) enhanced child care services for children with special needs through training
and technical assistance to child care providers; (4) expanded health insurance coverage of children
from low-income, working families; and (5) a public education campaign to raise awareness of the
importance of a child’s first few years of life.

An evaluation was planned in December 2000.  No further information is available; a final report
was announced for Fall 2002 on the Center on Urban Poverty and Social Change Web site at:
http://povertycenter.cwru.edu/

3.2 Projects Based on an Institutional Model with Strong Social Organization
Components

Windows of Opportunity12

This initiative in Vancouver combines an institutional approach (because it involves developing
inventories of resources) and a social organization approach.  The project is based on the premise
that “children and youth do well when families do well, and families do better when they live in
supportive communities.”  Therefore, it is explicitly focused on the impact of neighbourhood
factors on child well-being, serving children zero to 19, within a universalistic population health
approach.

Windows of Opportunity is described as a “unique and unprecedented initiative” to bring communities
together.  As its first documents of 1997 state, the partnership is needed “to deal with the inequities
that cause the critical windows of opportunity for healthy development between birth and age five
to be missed” (Windows of Opportunity for Vancouver’s Children and Youth, 1997).  Its goal is to
mobilize the whole city and foster a sense of community action to help families and newborns,
promote pre-school learning and school readiness, and provide support for the school years and
youth in transition.

The initiative began in 1997 and was initially structured as an active partnership to share knowledge
and resources (Ross, 2000).  It is made up of representatives from the School Board (which had the
seed idea), City Public Health, the Social Planning Council, and the Ministry for Children and
Families’ local office.  The partnership expanded to include the Library Board and Parks and
Recreation.

It is designed to be a comprehensive, inter-sectoral and transversal structure.  The territory of the
City of Vancouver is divided into six geographical networks and the Coordinating Committee has
membership from among parents in those six geographical areas.  In addition, it has formal
representation from four non-geographically based communities:  ethnocultural, Aboriginal, special
needs and youth.  All of these constituencies have a place within the governing bodies of the
initiative, which has also received the formal support of over 100 community-serving agencies of
various types.

                                                
12 Some information provided in this section was collected by interviews.
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The seed idea began growing in 1997 as a result of collaboration among health agencies, speech
pathologists, and educators.  The first step, taken in the context of the National Children’s Agenda
and changes in policies for families and children that occurred in those years, was to put together a
paper that presented the vision, rationale, strategy and action plan for a five-year demonstration
project.  This produced a proposal with a price tag of $10 million.  The project was broken into
phases in 1998, and an initial planning phase was funded by Health Canada in 1999.  The focus was
on the early years, especially early childhood education, and on youth in transition, two foci in part
driven by the program requirements of the funder (see Ross and Simces, 2001: 4).

The first phase process has worked on consultation of all the communities listed above, and more.
Consultations were wide-ranging, following a period of training for persons from all the
communities to act as facilitators.  This training resulted in a body of community expertise that
could be applied elsewhere (Ross, 2000; Ritch, 2000).  The consultations intended to determine
strengths and weakness of the community, propose what could and should be done, and identify
what could be done with the limited funds likely to be available, as well as to identify what policy
changes were needed.  The subsequent process was designed so consultations would take place in a
range of locales (including, for example, Laundromats) and involved service providers as well as
parents, youth and other community members.  A wide range of voices was sought.

Community-based consultation and planning stages culminated in another kind of process, the
November 2000 Community Forum “organized to share insights and recommended actions collected
during the community-based consultation and planning stages and to determine the priority
strategies for a city-wide plan” (Ross and Simces, 2001: 3).  The forum involved a variety of ways of
presenting information and reports, including songs, skits and plays.

Consensus has now been reached on nine priority areas.  They are as follows:  (1) prenatal/early
childhood outreach home visitor services; (2) child care services; (3) early identification of special
needs and early intervention; (4) family resource programs; (5) children and family transitions;
(6) safe and caring communities; (7) universal access to culture, leisure and recreation activities;
(8) community use of schools; and (9) youth participation.  (This list is from Ross and Simces,
2001: 11-12.)

The activities of the Windows of Opportunity partnership have been varied.  The four achievements
that are listed in the Summary Report are:  better information, demographic profiles and community
mapping; strengthening families and supporting parents via workshops, extended hours drop-in
centres, and so on; strengthening and supporting youth via consultation, mentoring, Web sites, peer
counseling, and so on; and linking schools and communities via training, brochures, Roots of
Empathy programs, and so on.

Since the Community Forum, the Coordinating Committee has been meeting to identify action
directions.  The sub-groups are focused by age:  early years, youth, and transitions.  All work is
voluntary, carried out by busy people with a range of other commitments (“on the corner of the
desk”).  Currently the initiative receives approximately $25K from the United Way as part of Success
By 6, $10K from the School Board, $10K from the Ministry, and $30K from the Vancouver
Foundation.
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Windows of Opportunity is part of First Call:  BC Child and Youth Advocacy Coalition.  This latter program,
funded in part by the Lower Mainland United Way under its Success By 6 program, describes itself
as “Building Community Voices and Supporting Community Action,” with a focus on increasing
awareness and commitment to a community agenda within which children are a priority.  It is based
on a cross-sectoral, non-partisan coalition, including over 60 provincial organizations and
25 mobilizing communities.  It also maintains a network of thousands of community groups and
individuals.  The coalition works together on public education, community mobilization, and policy
advocacy.  It is not centred on pre-school children, but covers all age groups.  It seeks to raise the
public profile of child and youth issues via public education campaigns and the dissemination of
research.

First Call focuses on attention to neighbourhood and community factors in its work; “Safe and
Caring Communities” is one of four “Keys to Success” for the health and well-being of children,
youth and their families.  It seeks, especially through the mobilizing activities of Windows of
Opportunity, to provide tools for community use (see the Web site listed in Box 4 for more
information).

Aboriginal Head Start

The approach is primarily institutional, focused on resources and their distribution, but there is
some attention to social organization, particularly with respect to the cultural and empowerment
components.  Aboriginal Head Start (AHS) is funded by Health Canada as an early childhood
development program for First Nations, Inuit and Métis children and their families living in urban
centres and northern communities.  AHS is delivered in more than 100 sites across Canada.

The mandate of AHS is to foster the spiritual, emotional, intellectual and physical growth of the
child; foster a desire in the child for life-long learning; support parents and guardians as the prime
teachers and caregivers of their children, ensure parents/caregivers and the local Aboriginal
community play a key role in the planning, development, operation and evaluation of the program;
recognize and support extended families in teaching and caring for children; ensure that the initiative
works with, and is supported by, other community programs and services; and ensure that the
human and financial resources are used in the best way possible to produce positive outcomes and
experiences for Aboriginal children, parents, families and communities.

The study Children Making a Community Whole reports on the results of the first AHS National
Process and Administrative Evaluation Survey, conducted in 1999.  While the program was generally
positively evaluated, 26 percent of the AHS sites (out of a total of 96 participating) saw “parental
involvement as their most serious challenge in relation to participation” (Health Canada, 2000).  The
reasons for lack of involvement range from lack of transportation and difficulties with meshing
schedules to low literacy skills among parents, teen parenting and FAS/FAE among parents.  At the
same time, however, 85 percent of the sites report they have parent councils that meet on average 10
times per year (Health Canada, 2000: 25, 17).  The sites also report community challenges due to
poor local economies and family issues, such as abuse or substance abuse.  More than a quarter also
report that lack of transportation is a problem, and a further one-fifth cite lack of community
resources (Health Canada, 2000: 26).  Thus, while the sites report “impressive accomplishments” in
program delivery (no measures of outcomes are available in the report), the community goals were
less likely to be met.
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3.3  Community-based Projects Using a Collective Socialization Approach

1,2,3 GO! For a Better Start in Life

This project is designed to respond to the increasing number of young children living in poverty.
1,2,3 GO! finds its inspiration, in part, in the tradition of anti-poverty strategies developed in the
1960s in the United States, strategies based on community development and community-based
interventions.  The project uses a collective socialization approach, within an ecological framework.

In 1993, at the initiative of Professor Camil Bouchard of the Université de Québec à Montréal, a
well-known child psychologist, Centraide (United Way) of Greater Montreal brought together a
number of partners from the region in order to develop and implement a community development
project focused on the well-being of young children.  A Committee of Supporters was created,
headed by the former Chief Executive Officer of a large Montreal company, and it took
responsibility for finding the financing.  Initial financing was $5.5 million over five years.  The
Partners’ Committee (Conseil des partenaires) was also created, composed of 25 leaders from a variety
of sectors in Montreal.13

The Partners’ Committee surfaced a set of general principles for the project, these being:
mobilization of the whole population, collaboration among local institutions, services and citizens,
actions directed toward the most vulnerable families, and services and interventions directly
targeting young children along with support for and involvement of parents and service providers.
These principles follow from the three objectives of 1,2,3 GO!:

• To promote cognitive, social and emotional development of young children.

• To promote programs and actions supporting parents and service providers in the target
communities.

• To support the community as it begins to take responsibility for providing a stimulating, healthy
and welcoming environment for children and their parents.

The Partners’ Committee also selected the neighbourhoods where the first wave of initiatives would
be located.  The selection criteria were:

• High numbers of disadvantaged families living in the neighbourhood;

• A large number of children between zero and six years;

• Presence of some resource agencies and personnel for children and parents;

• Existing habits of co-operation among service agencies and personnel in the community;

• Good chance of success of a first generation of efforts; and

• Possibility for the experiments to be diversified, thereby providing learning for future
extensions.

                                                
13 The history and principles of 1,2,3 GO! are described in details in Goulet (2000), Centraide (2001) and Damant et al.

(1999).
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In addition, some neighbourhoods were targeted because of their ethnic diversity (for example,
Côte-des-Neiges), their level of intersectoral organization, or because they were rural (for example,
Saint-Rémi).

In Spring 1995, a Local Steering Committee was created in each of the six communities, composed
of individuals judged most likely to become involved and to support such an initiative.  Membership
was drawn from the social service and health sectors, education, child care, municipal services such
as recreation and police, churches and community organizations.

Six working principles or guidelines were identified and presented to the six participating
communities:

1. Mobilization of a wide variety of persons and groups.

2. Collaboration among local institutions, services and citizens.

3. Reaching out to all children and families.

4. Addressing the needs of children directly.

5. Parent participation.

6. High-quality services.

The Steering Committee then set out the local priorities and developed an action plan.

Other institutions involved in the project include a network of consultants, including experts in
different disciplines related to child development, and a research team responsible for evaluating the
implementation and the impacts of 1,2,3 GO!  The Partners Committee and the Supporter
Committee rely on the work of the Local Steering Committee
and each of them hired a permanent coordinator.

The goal of 1,2,3 GO! is to mobilize the necessary resources,
whether material, intellectual, social or political, in order to help
communities themselves promote the well-being of their
youngest children (from zero to three) and to assure children
greater opportunities.  In order to create a stimulating, safe, and
supportive environment for children and their parents,
communities must implement strategies that are broadly based
and reach the whole community, that improve community
infrastructure, and that help individuals to realize their potential.

As Camil Bouchard writes:  “In several ways, 1,2,3 GO! is not
original and has much in common with many North American
early intervention programs that have been developed in the last
30 years.  Most of this program rests implicitly or explicitly on a
hierarchical-organizational model of child development
[program delivery]” (Bouchard, 1999: 316).  But he and his team
reject this hierarchical model, preferring one with greater

Six working principles or
guidelines were identified
and presented to the six
participating communities:
1. Mobilization of a wide

variety of persons and
groups

2. Collaboration among
local institutions,
services and citizens

3. Reaching out to all
children and families

4. Addressing the needs
of children directly

5. Parent participation
6. High-quality services.
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community involvement.  With the emphasis on involving parents and other citizens, 1,2,3 GO! is
similar in some ways to the Head Start program in the United States.

Nonetheless, it also is different from such early intervention projects because of its explicit goal of
helping the communities to create or reinforce a holistic environment that will promote the well-
being of young children.  This goal relies, then, on an ecological-transactional theoretical approach,
whereby child development is not only the product of the interactions between the child’s
characteristics and the characteristics of the immediate environment, but must also be understood as
emerging from a series of indirect interactions between the child and more distant environments,
albeit through the influence of proximate factors (Bouchard, 1999).

The initiators of the project posited that normal development is composed of a series of interlocking
social, emotional, cognitive and socio-cognitive competencies where culture and cultural
requirements are important.  A second theoretical underpinning is the social organization model that
puts the emphasis on sharing, co-operation and complementarity.  While the most vulnerable
families are particularly targeted, the approach is actually a universal one, providing benefits to all
children and families in the community.  This project is also inspired by population health
perspectives about how to promote health and well-being.  It is focused on prevention and therefore
adopts two change strategies familiar from public health literature:  improvement of personal
behaviours and changing the basic environment.  And finally, with respect to process goals, 1,2,3
GO! stresses empowerment of the community, that is it seeks actions which are based as much as
possible on mobilization and active participation of all members of the community.

The particular programs undertaken vary by site.  While each Local Committee was instructed about
the six guidelines listed above, it had as its own responsibility identification of priorities and
development of strategic interventions.  One of the first activities in most sites, however, was to
contact parents.  This was done via door-to-door visits, home-visiting, or neighbourhood parties.
The form of contact was often parent-to-parent, with some visiting others in their neighbourhood,
in order to spread information about the activities associated with 1,2,3 GO!  Most of the projects
offered programs that took the form of self-help groups involving access to food, mutual support,
meetings on particular topics, written documentation, and parent training programs.  Parents were
also encouraged to participate in the work of the Local Committees, where they would be
empowered to take part in decision-making and assume responsibility for new actions.

Activities addressing the needs of children directly (another of the principles of 1,2,3 GO!) included
drawing, crafts and day camps.  The Saint-Rémi project also had a project for language acquisition.

Evaluation of the project involves a research unit consisting of seven senior researchers from three
universities and from Centraide.  The evaluation includes four data collection waves in an eight-year
span, measuring the impact of the initiative on a wide range of variables.

An initial consultants report, carried out in 1999, was designed to capture the first internally
generated assessments.  It collected information from the people directly involved (see Goulet,
2000) but did not include an external evaluation process.

While full evaluation results of the consequences for child development are not yet available, it
appears as if the initial conclusions are similar to those of the Better Beginnings, Better Futures report.
In essence, preliminary research results identify the ongoing importance of initiatives that provide
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services directly to children.  The community development aspects of the program have succeeded in
raising awareness of the importance of early childhood in neighbourhoods, as well as increasing civic
engagement and providing better services.  While supporters of the program do not recommend
abandoning the community development aspects, they do insist that there is a need to increase
services provided directly to young children and their parents.  At this time, the program is being
expanded to an additional 15 communities.

First Nations Partnership Programs

First Nations Partnership Programs in British Columbia uses a social organization approach.  It is a
training program for early childhood educators, involving partnerships between the University of
Victoria and First Nations communities.  These programs bring community Elders and other
community resource people into the training, in order to access knowledge of traditional ways of
supporting children and families in First Nations.  These accompany mainstream teaching and
learning in post-secondary child care training.  The goal is to create and guarantee bicultural,
community-relevant, community-involving processes and outcomes.  First Nations community
partners use a curriculum developed in Saskatchewan to deliver community-based, culturally
sensitive course work leading to a diploma in Child and Youth Care.  This is termed a Generative
Curriculum Model.

From 1989 through 2002, eight partnerships have been constructed with First Nations, beginning
with the Meadow Lake Tribal Council and most recently with the Little Shuswap Indian Band in
British Columbia.  The composition of each partnership varies to meet local needs.

Methodology of evaluation of these partnerships rests on qualitative measurement of community
processes and outcomes.  A key criterion is ensuring community cultural contribution to research
questions and borrows from a participatory action-research paradigm.  Research has documented
areas such as relationship between generations, healing at the personal and cultural levels, parent-
child relationships, reinforcement of communities and others.  Future evaluative efforts will assess
the impact of this approach on child and youth development.  A long list of publications through to
2000 is available on their Web site (see Box 4).  The program is also described in detail in Pence
(1999).

Evaluations of the 1998-2000 program found, among other things, that:  78 percent of students
completed the two-year diploma; 95 percent remained in their own community after graduation; and
65 percent initiated new programs for children and youth.

CAPC – Waterloo Region Community Action Program for Children14

This program, based on a social organization model, seeks to provide services in ways that depend
on community involvement.  With funds from Health Canada and with another 42 partners, it
directs resources to where the community has identified the most need – to pre-school children who
live in conditions of risk.  It defines its programs as community-based.  By this it means programs
which are accessible; include an outreach component to groups within the community; incorporate
community input into decision-making; and which are responsive to community needs by
developing community partnerships.
                                                
14 This description is from Stewart (2000) and the Centre for Research & Education in Human Services (2000).
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When the Trillium Foundation gave the Waterloo Region a 1997 Caring Communities Award,
explicit reference was made to the CAPC program.  “One of the key reasons for the success of
social action in Waterloo Region is the level of effective inter-agency partnership and integration of
volunteers.  A good example is the Waterloo Region Community Action Program for Children
(CAPC).  Designed to promote the health and well-being of at-risk children up to the age of six,
CAPC is one of 200 such initiatives funded by Health Canada.  But the regional CAPC is unique
because of its decentralized operations and reliance on volunteers and public participation” (see
http://www.trilliumfoundation.org/english/cca/our_award_recipients/97_awards/waterloo.html).

An evaluation in June 2000 reported that 25 funded programs were being offered across the region.
They were very diverse, in most part because of the “brokering model” by which the CAPC dollars
are divided among individual programs in the region.  Calls for proposals encourage sponsoring
organizations and groups to respond to the needs of the specific communities that they serve.  The
approach also seeks to build on already existing capacities within communities, in order that the
programs will have the capacity to be sustainable into the future.

A variety of activities are offered:  child-focused activities (such as preschool sessions), parent-
focused activities (such as workshops and support groups), family-focused activities (such as groups
for children and parents), and community-development activities (such as educational workshops on
a variety of topics for community members).

An evaluation committee was created as a subcommittee of the Regional Action Team made up of
representatives from the local areas, the program coordinator and a member at-large.  In 2000, the
Centre for Research & Education in Human Services in Kitchener-Waterloo evaluated this CAPC
program, using program reports, participant intake forms and satisfaction questionnaires.  It also had
data on descriptions of participants involved, their role and their level of satisfaction.  The responses
demonstrated generally high satisfaction from participants with the quality of CAPC in their
community.  For almost three-quarters of the participants, the programming was seen as excellent
and nearly all respondents agreed that they would recommend the program to their friends and
neighbours.  The participants believed that the program was having an impact on their children,
parenting skills and on community connectedness (Centre for Research & Education in Human
Services, 2000).

Neighborhood Circle

The Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD) Institute recently launched a community
organizing project called Neighborhood Circle.  The project is made up of groups committed to
organizing their local communities using ABCD principles.  A US-based training director is involved
in overseeing projects in both the United States and Canada.

ABCD is based on a specific notion of community organizing.  Its starting point is that all
individuals in a community have valuable gifts to contribute, that most local associations can
contribute to the well-being of the community, and that the key to a strong community is that
“producers” actually live inside the community.  ABCD has clear core values about keeping citizens
central, encouraging a focus on developing local economies, seeking co-operation rather than
competition, being inclusive, inviting innovation and creativity, developing sustainable initiatives that
last, and supporting place-based neighbourhood work.  These ideas derive from Building Communities

http://www.trilliumfoundation.org/english/cca/our_award_recipients/97_awards/waterloo.html)
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from the Inside Out (Kretzmann and McKnight, 1993), a text on community development that focuses
on local assets.

For the Asset-Based Community Development Institute, these Neighborhood Circles are intended to
allow others to learn about its principles of community organizing and community mobilizing.  The
main pillar of the approach is that community assets are key building blocks in sustainable urban and
rural community revitalization efforts.  These community assets include:

• The skills of local residents;

• The power of local associations;

• The resources of public, private and non-profit institutions; and

• The physical and economic resources of local places.

Since mid-1999, the Neighborhood Circle project has developed 17 demonstration sites in nine states
around the United States and one in Halifax, Canada.  Each local Neighborhood Circle site has been
addressing developmental tasks such as forming a local institutional supporters’ committee, creating
local resident organizing groups, raising operating funds, hiring organizers, building a stable
organization, and developing further training for community organizers.

The Halifax project called Together for Kids was created in 2001 in East Dartmouth, which is a middle-
to low-income community in the Halifax Regional Municipality facing issues of drug use,
prostitution, safety for girls, and racial conflict.  There is also an economic divide in the community
and some spatial divisions related to the design of transportation and streets.  This is a community
project that brings together resources to support and strengthen neighbourhoods in order to
maximize the growth and development of young children.  Focusing on families with children from
before birth through age six, Together for Kids provides ongoing support to the neighbourhood,
including parents, school staff, service providers and employers.  Together for Kids has been supported,
under the Success By 6 program, by Metro United Way which is also a partner, and it has received
funding from the regional office of HRDC.  Work is going forward on an evaluation framework but,
as of May 2002, it was not yet in place.

3.4  Individual-based Projects Using Mixed Approaches

Moving to Opportunity

Moving to Opportunity (MTO) is a national demonstration program that has been operated by the
US Department of Housing and Urban Development since 1994.  The MTO demonstration
program provides the first opportunity to measure definitively and understand the impacts of a
change in neighbourhood on the social well-being of low-income, public housing families.

The Moving to Opportunity demonstration was authorized by the 1992 Housing and Community
Development Act.  The Act provided funding for tenant-based rental assistance and supportive
counseling services to test and evaluate the effectiveness of metropolitan area-wide efforts to
increase housing mobility (Office of Policy Development and Research, 1996).  When MTO was
authorized, Congress appropriated approximately $70 million for approximately 1,300 rental
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assistance payments for the demonstration and a modest amount of funding for housing counseling.
Congress rescinded a second year of funding for MTO in 1995.  There have been projects in five
locations:  Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Los Angeles, and New York.

The Gautreaux Program in Chicago was a precursor of the MTO and it has been evaluated
by Rosenbaum (1995).  It demonstrated some improvement in educational results for children
and youth.  Currently, there are about 50 mobility programs of various kinds in the United States
(Goetz, 2000).

Although this project has been studied, there is little data that concern young children specifically.
The approach of the MTO program is a combination of the epidemic, stress and institutional
perspectives.  Participant eligibility was limited to very low-income families with children who lived
in public housing or project-based housing located in central city neighborhoods with high
concentrations of poverty.

The Department of Housing and Urban Development has implemented a controlled experimental
design for MTO to definitively answer questions about the effectiveness of mobility counseling and
about the long-term impacts of moving to low-poverty communities.  Eligible participants in the
MTO demonstration were randomly assigned to three groups:

• The experimental group receives rental certificates or vouchers usable only in low-poverty areas;
along with this, they receive counseling and assistance in finding a private unit to lease;

• The comparison group receives regular rental certificates or vouchers (geographically
unrestricted) and the typical briefings; and

• The control group continues to receive their current project-based assistance.

Outcomes for all three groups will be systematically monitored and evaluated over a ten-year period,
in order to fully assess the impacts of housing mobility assistance.

Evaluation has been constant and on-going.  The only neighbourhood factor tested was average
income; this is not a community development design, nor does it emphasize process in any way.  It
is simply a mechanism for distributing subsidies.
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4.  Conclusion

The preliminary conclusion of Part 2, assessing the academic literature on community effects, calls
for caution in assigning too much importance to these factors, particularly if the cost were to be a
downplaying of attention to individual family effects and to direct interventions and services for
children.

As Satya Brink recently said:  “We know that there are community effects.  However, there is a lot
that we do not know.  Communities have a very complex system of effects:  in terms of scale,
direction (causal order) and time.  … The question can be asked in two ways:  Do communities
make a difference to people and do people make a difference to the community?” (Brink, 2001).  In
their overview study, Richard Tremblay and his colleagues (2001) also concluded that the influence
of the community is small in comparison to the variables measuring characteristics of families and
individual children.  For their part, David Ross and his colleagues (1998) documented in their review
of the NLSCY studies that parental resources were the
most influential in accounting for positive and negative
developmental outcomes.  Douglas Willms’ (2002b)
recent publication makes a similar point about caution.

The result of such findings is often skepticism and at
least caution in thinking about community effects.  We
presented the 10 hypotheses listed by Douglas Willms
as a concrete lesson about the need to exercise caution,
because his inventory shows patterns that diverge in
significant ways.  Again, these might be summarized as
“we know neighbourhood effects exist, but there is still
a lot we do not know” about the differential effects for
kinds of communities and about the interdependencies of family characteristics and neighbourhood
characteristics.

We also concluded at the end of this section that the academic literature provided three lessons.
First was that the effects of a neighbourhood are shaped by children’s different experiences by
gender, class and ethnicity.  Even when, however, studies find that individual factors are most
important, they still do find neighbourhood impacts that go beyond the situation of individual
families.  These, however, probably affect individuals in different ways at different life stages, and
seem to be weakest for the youngest children, but are perhaps more important for their parents.
The second major lesson was that people at least partially create their own environments and
therefore social composition across neighbourhoods generates as much heterogeneity as is found
among individuals.  Engagement patterns are important.  Finally, neither income nor neighbourhood
is the sole determinant of poor developmental outcomes.  There will always be children in both
poor and affluent, cohesive and fragmented neighbourhoods who will experience poor
developmental outcomes.

These observations about the need for caution and a healthy skepticism are confirmed in this
environmental scan of strategies, interventions and approaches, directed to communities and
neighbourhoods and designed to promote healthy growth and development of young children from
zero to six.

Satya Brink recently said:  “We
know that there are community
effects.  However, there is a lot that
we do not know.  Communities
have a very complex system of
effects:  in terms of scale, direction
(causal order) and time.  … The
question can be asked in two ways:
Do communities make a difference
to people and do people make a
difference to the community?”
(Brink, 2001).
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We can make a number observations about the lessons learned from the environmental scan.

First is that there are relatively few programs that focus both on children and community
development, seeking to shape community involvement and empowerment as well as improve child
outcomes.  Many more are designed to ensure delivery in a local community, or to respond to the
variety of community needs, but they do not actually address the community-level factors of
cohesion, interaction, democratic empowerment, and
so on.  Few projects are actually designed to foster
community engagement.

In other words, while all the projects considered in
this brief overview seek to influence and even alter
the neighbourhood, they do not all place the same
importance on the potential of the community to
mobilize itself to influence outcomes and healthy
child development.  Most frequent are projects that
target particular kinds of children and families and
rely on “experts” such as social workers, researchers
or nurses to design and deliver services, often after
consultation.

There are, however, some programs that work with
the available resources of the community and seek to
promote the development of more.  The goal is not
simply to “help” but to ensure that communities
become actors in their own history.  Programs that
engage in community development, however, struggle to get beyond “process” and to provide
programming.  Windows of Opportunity and 1,2,3 GO! have included a mix of community mobilization
and service delivery in their activities from the beginning, sometimes with a somewhat uneasy, or
loose, connection between the mobilization and the programming.  Compared to 1,2,3 GO!, the
service dimension of Windows of Opportunity appears to be something of an “add-on” to the
mobilization focus.  Finding the right combination is, in other words, a constant challenge.

The American program reviewed here, Moving to Opportunity, operates according to altogether
different principles.  It gives a housing supplement to individual families that allows them to move
to more affluent neighbourhoods.  This is not a community-based program in the same sense as the
others presented here, but an individual-based program.  As an experiment, however, it is useful
because it allows researchers to observe neighbourhood effects by moving families into a new and
better-off environment.  In this way the neighbourhood “variable” can be isolated and observed.
The results are quite limited, however.  Some improvements in educational outcomes were observed
(although young children have not been assessed much), but the effects overall are less than
impressive.

This program provides the other side of the coin.  It demonstrates that simply changing the
neighbourhood, without changing a family’s income or paying any attention to parenting, is unlikely
to make a vast improvement in children’s developmental outcomes.

We can make a number observations
about the lessons learned from the
environmental scan.

A first is that there are relatively few
programs that focus both on children
and on community development,
seeking to shape community
involvement and empowerment as
well as improve child outcomes.
Many more are designed to ensure
delivery in a local community, or to
respond to the variety of community
needs, but they do not actually
address the community-level factors
of cohesion, interaction, democratic
empowerment and so on. Few
projects are actually designed to
foster community engagement.
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A second type of observation derived from the environmental scan is that there is, as yet, little good
evaluation data – and therefore assessment – of these strategies.  Most provide little more than
information describing process:  how many people participated, how many meetings were held, what
actions were undertaken, and so on.  This is the kind of material provided, for example, in the
evaluation reports of Windows of Opportunity.  We should note that Moving to Opportunity is one
program that is an exception to the generalization about the lack of evaluation.

When evaluations are undertaken by outside assessors or internally, frequently only self-reports of
satisfaction by program users and participants, as well as parents’ own evaluation of whether their
children are benefiting, are available.  While such assessments are key to good program design so as
to achieve client satisfaction, they provide much less reliable information about the effects of such
neighbourhood mobilization for children’s developmental outcomes.

The actual consequences of these activities for
children’s development or other outcomes are
rarely evaluated, if at all.  Where more evaluations
have been undertaken, as in the case of Better
Beginnings, Better Futures or 1,2,3 GO!, the
conclusion (as it was in the academic literature) is
that direct interventions are more important in
ensuring good developmental outcomes for
children than are indirect ones.  Both these
programs include significant long-term studies,
with major evaluation and research components.
The strong relationship between the “target” for
programming, that is, the level or group
addressed (children, parents, or community
leaders) and the outcomes appears in many
programs.  Services provided for children improve
their outcomes, while programs provided for
parents help improve parenting.  In other words,
child-focused programs affected child outcomes,
parent/family-focused programs affected parent
and family outcomes, and neighbourhood
programs affected neighbourhood characteristics.  Programming that fosters community
empowerment, local decision-making, and so on, can achieve improvement in quality of community
life, but the consequences for young children are less easily observed or assessed because they are
indirect.

Overall, then, the conclusions that emerge from the environmental scan, as from the academic
literature on neighbourhood and community level influences, confirm the conclusions developed by
CPRN for the Best Policy Mix for Canada’s Children:  major analysis of Canadian and international data
suggest that neighbourhood and community circumstances are only one of three factors that affect
child outcomes.  The three enabling conditions for good outcomes are:  adequate income, good
parenting, and supportive communities (Stroick and Jenson, 1999).  Income and parenting, as many
of the studies and experiments reviewed here confirm, are absolutely key.  Therefore, public policy
must take care to ensure programs are available that will allow parents to access adequate income,
whether via employment, child maintenance, social assistance and/or child and family benefits.

The actual consequences of these
activities, for children’s development or
other outcomes are rarely evaluated, if at
all.  Where more evaluations have been
undertaken, as in the case of Better
Beginnings, Better Futures or 1, 2, 3 GO!,
the conclusion (as it was in the academic
literature) is that direct interventions are
more important in ensuring good
developmental outcomes for children
than are indirect ones.

The strong relationship between the
“target” for programming that is the level
or group addressed (children, parents, or
community leaders) and the outcomes
appears in many programs. Services
provided for children improve their
outcomes, while programs provided for
parents help improve parenting.
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Good parenting can be helped via services, whether individualized or delivered via community
mechanisms.  These, too, are key.  Additionally, families and children who live in supportive
communities, where they are respected and their contributions valued, will also do better than those
in communities lacking cohesion, good services, and facing other threats to well-being.

However, to say that community effects are “only” one of three variables, is not to say that the
impact of neighbourhoods is negligible.  Determining the extent of this impact, however, has been a
conundrum for researchers for a number of years, as this literature review and environmental scan
reveal.  No doubt it will continue to be so into the future.
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