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Executive Summary

Human beings are fundamentally social by nature. Substantial evidence
documents the benefits of stronger social connections and the risks of
disconnection (e.g., social isolation and loneliness) for individuals, groups,
organizations, and communities.""> Much of this research and work has
historically been conducted in siloes, making it challenging to develop a
cohesive, systematic approach to promoting social connection.*

In this report, we explore the influence of the built environment on social
connection, focusing on the intersection of the transportation, housing, and
environmental sectors — where each pillar works in sync. We underscore the
importance of every stakeholder in shaping our shared environment and
facilitating spaces that connect and foster belonging. Through this report,
we invite the question: What role can we all play in the vision of using the
built environment to foster social connection?

Within this report, you will find a deep dive into evidence-based and
promising interventions, with policy highlights and community examples
showcased throughout. We present untapped policy opportunities,
important considerations, and research gaps to further explore. As
architects, city and regional planners, local leaders, engaged citizens, and
many more roles, we extend an invitation to you to reimagine our spaces,
our communities, and how we can cultivate more resilient cultures of
connection through the built environment.

To read the full report and offer feedback, please visit our website here.

* To learn how the Foundation for Social Connection is bridging these siloes and
advancing social connection in every sector of society and across the lifespan, learn

about our SOCIAL Framework here.
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https://www.social-connection.org/what-we-do/research/built-environment/
https://www.social-connection.org/what-we-do/research/social-framework/

Making the Case: Why Should the Built Environment
Address Social Isolation, Loneliness, and Connection?

The built environment can be both a driver of and a barrier to social
connection.® It can enable the facilitation of meaningful interactions and
foster a sense of community or, conversely, isolate individuals and discourage
engagement. Even the smallest points of social connection, like small
exchanges as someone walks by on the sidewalk or brief interactions in the
supermarket or neighborhood café, can build a feeling of mutual trust, foster
empathy, and generate more social capital in the broader community.”'®)
When designed well, neighborhoods and community environments can be
fundamentally more supportive of social connection and serve as a
preventative measure to avoid loneliness and minimize social isolation.{™

Significance: Impact of the Built Environment

Research highlights the critical role of well-designed, intentional, and inclusive
spaces in addressing social isolation, loneliness, and connection (SILC). Some
of the key outcomes the built environment has on addressing SILC include:

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

e Increased diversity in the types of interactions and relationships an
individual has access to - key to the social fabric of communities and
individual health.(3-14)

e Increased belonging and sense of place through built environments rich
in community-based programming - leading individuals to more readily
use services and contribute their time and resources back into their
communities.% 19-20)

e Improvements in social health markers (inclusive of trust, network size,
and perceived safety) through various characteristics of the built
environment.!'®

e Increased civic engagement, community resilience, and preparedness

through community-level social connection.(”-1®)
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Promising Strategies for Addressing SILC Through the Built Environment

The first nine (9) strategies explore the creation and operation of spaces and places that foster social connection within the built environment. The last four (4)
strategies explore the implementation or “how"” behind the work. These strategies look at the power of collective impact, co-creation, and multi solving solutions.

Strategies for Addressing SILC within the Built Environment
Strategy Level(s) of Influence Social Connection Outcomes
Design places to support comfort and connection Social capital, sense of community, belonging

Create third places that facilitate natural opportunities

R Social capital, social cohesion, neighboring
for connection

Invest in multi-use public spaces that foster social Social capital, social cohesion, sense of community, neighborhood cohesion, reduced
connection and nature connection feelings of loneliness
Build intergenerational and age-friendly communities Social capital, social cohesion, bonding, reduced loneliness
Use and encourage shared community housing models Social capital, sense of community, belonging, neighborhood trust, bonding

Increase access to affordable, reliable public

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

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

Reform local zoning codes and po"c'.es to allow for Social capital, social cohesion, sense of community, neighborhood trust, reduced isolation
shared- or mixed-use, walkable neighborhoods
Expand accessibility, reliability, ar!d.affordablllty for Social capital, reduced isolation, social support
broadband connectivity
Seek solutions for enhancing the built environment in . . .
. . Social cohesion, community engagement
partnership with community members
Invest in neighborhood associations that are led by . . .
. . Social cohesion, community engagement, sense of place
residents and community members
Facilitate cross-boundary collaboration, partnership, and .
. Sense of place, community engagement
investments
Implement certification programs and provide technical
assistance and resources to support the evaluation of Sense of place
innovative, impactful, and sustainable use of space
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Cross-Cutting Themes

Considerations for ensuring inclusivity in the development, research, and
implementation of approaches.

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

e Inwhat ways do our current built environments perpetuate harmful
societal norms and practices?

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

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

Experience of the Built Environment Across the Lifespan

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

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

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

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

e Inwhat ways can the scalability of solutions be evaluated to ensure
they can be adapted and applied to different contexts without
losing their effectiveness or cultural relevance?
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Conclusion

The built environment is more than just a background to our day-to-day. It
is a key player in fostering vibrant, socially connected communities. A
well-designed built environment can foster social connection, promote a
sense of belonging, and promote civic engagement while poorly designed
spaces hinder social cohesion and exacerbate social isolation. Strategies
focused on promoting and strengthening social connection and reducing
social isolation and loneliness throughout the built environment hold
tremendous promise in building environments that connect. Researchers,
architects, city/ regional planners, community leaders, and other
stakeholders have worked hard to pioneer these evidence-based solutions
and forge a path toward a more socially connected future. While this
evidence demonstrates significant promise, the gaps within the research
and the limited scope of some evidence-based programs also suggest
untapped opportunities to accelerate progress.

We need your input!
We would love to learn how you plan to act upon the insights you gain from
this report. Please share more by completing this brief form.

Provide Feedback

Connect with us

Website: www.social-connection.org
LinkedIn: The Foundation for Social Connection

Twitter: @fdn4sociconnect
Instagram: @fdnsocialconnection

Join our mailing list here!
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https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLScpM6vZM3KAYT_8Fq-W8evn45yFnVDCfmvMDsx7rysTsupMvQ/viewform
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLScpM6vZM3KAYT_8Fq-W8evn45yFnVDCfmvMDsx7rysTsupMvQ/viewform
http://www.social-connection.org
https://www.linkedin.com/company/the-foundation-for-social-connection/
https://twitter.com/fdn4sociconnect
https://www.instagram.com/fdn4socialconnection/
https://social-connection.dm.networkforgood.com/forms/social-isolation-loneliness-weekly-research-reports
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