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Abstract 

This paper reports on a case study on community formation and attitudes to 

sustainability in three Canberra suburbs, building on literature that see a strong sense of 

community as a necessarily element of making cities more sustainable. The paper compares 

attitudes in Greenfield sites to those in urban infill developments, Brownfield sites. The 

Greenfield study site is further sub-divided into low and higher-density developments. 

Through a range of interviewees and focus groups across a diversity of socio-economic 

backgrounds, actual attitudes to community and to sustainability are elicited. The study uses 

a twin comparative method, first comparing and contrasting the low- and medium-density 

Greenfield sites, and then comparing and contrasting the Greenfield sites with the 

Brownfield site, with a particular focus on how urban infill developments are perceived as 

affecting pre-existing community networks. Implications are drawn for urban planners and 

policy makers, especially in relation to how they might design to both create, or strengthen, 

community and how this might in turn foster positive community attitudes to sustainability.
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Introduction 

This paper reports on a case study of community formation and attitudes to 

sustainability in three Canberra suburbs, building on literature that sees a strong sense of 

community as a necessary element of making cities more sustainable. As Keen (2005) 

notes, fostering sustainable neighbourhoods requires that people form alliances to 

collaborate on interventions, care enough to be motivated to take actions at personal cost, to 

defend against process that they see as against their common interest and to engage, learn 

and adapt through doing. The adage that “it takes community to raise a child” is equally 

applicable to demands of nurturing healthy urban environments: both require the collective 

action of supportive communities. 

This interdependent relationship between community and sustainability is a challenge 

for urban planners and other concerned with developing more sustainable urban forms. 

Whilst admirable advances have been made in urban policy, urban design and in developing 

building standards and codes that potentially enhance the sustainable performance of urban 

infrastructure, little research exists into the process of community development. Better 

understanding is needed of the process of community formation in order to understand how 

groups of people come to inhabit and interact with the new urban forms that have either 

been developed on their behalf, or that they have been part players in creating through their 

housing choices.   

This paper seeks to contribute to a better understanding of the way in which community 

development and sustainability are related to Canberra’s existing planning practices, and to 

gain an understanding of the processes of emerging forms of community and sustainability 

in new suburbs. It also sought to find out more about the particular needs and experience of 

residents in different areas of Canberra. The research is specifically concerned with how 
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residents of new suburbs themselves thought about concepts such as “community” 

and “sustainability” and what, if anything, they saw as the relationship between the two.   

Background and Context 

Cities throughout the world face major challenges in working towards a sustainable future, 

and Canberra is not excluded from these challenges. Canberra’s design was heavily influenced 

by the garden city movement and is know as the ‘bush capital’ of Australia (Headon 2003). 

One feature of urban planning in Canberra has been to accommodate growth with a series of 

new towns (with predominantly lower density housing), each with a Town Centre that is a 

centralised focus of community, commercial and retail activity. Green corridors separate 

these Town Centres and are an important feature that shapes the character of Canberra’s 

urban form (ACTPLA, 2004). With Canberra’s increasing urban spread, the need to provide 

housing and services has escalated pressures on that urban form to change. Urban planners 

are increasingly faced with the challenge of how to accommodate Canberra’s residents and 

also achieve social, environmental and economic sustainability, without damaging the 

existing character of Canberra’ urban form. 

Two important plans, that influence urban policy decision making in the Australian 

Capital Territory (ACT), are: Building Our Community – The Canberra Social Plan and The 

Canberra Spatial Plan. Both plans incorporate the concept of sustainability to be a core 

driver of policy and planning decisions for Canberra. The introduction to the former reads: 

‘Building Our Community – The Canberra Social Plan, is an expression of the 

Government’s vision that we become a place where all people reach their potential, make a 

contribution and share the benefits of our community.’ It goes on to say that underpinning 

the vision ‘is the concept of sustainability, a recognition that innovation and creativity must 

be encouraged in order to continue strong economic growth, that the causes of disadvantage 
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and social exclusion must be addressed if all citizens are to share in our good fortune, 

and that our natural and built environment must be kept healthy so that all in the community 

can reap the recreational and spiritual benefits they offer’ (ACT Chief Minister’s 

Department, 2004, p3). 

In a similar vein, The Canberra Spatial Plan provides a strategic direction designed to 

facilitate the dynamic of Canberra’s development with due attention to the triple bottom line 

of the city’s social, environmental and economic sustainability. The Spatial Plan has a 

number of specific goals:    

1. Create and maintain a healthy community 

2. Sustain employment opportunities 

3. Retain ease of movement and facilitate good travel connections 

4. Maintain a unique sense of place 

5. Respect the natural environment 

6. Ensure fiscal responsibility  

(ACTPLA, 2004, p2) 

Research Context 

Within the afore-mentioned context of The Canberra Social Plan and The Canberra 

Spatial Plan, our research aimed to inform the ACT Government’s Sustainable Futures 

Program, and was orientated around issues associated with emerging place, community and 

sustainability in Canberra’s new lower-density Greenfield suburban areas, new higher-

density Greenfield areas and Brownfield intensification areas.  

Some of the key questions were: 
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• How do Canberrans choose where to live?  

• What kinds of social infrastructure and community development do they 

expect?  

• Does sustainability play a role in their locational and housing choices? 

More specifically, the project aimed to contribute to a better understanding of the way in 

which community development and sustainability are related to Canberra’s existing 

planning practices, and to gain an understanding of the processes of emerging forms of 

community and sustainability in new suburbs. It also sought to find out more about the 

particular needs and experience of residents in different areas of Canberra, as those needs 

and experiences were conceptualised and expressed by the residents themselves.  

Sustainability and Community in an Urban Context 

 Sustainability in an urban context has a broad but still developing literature (see for 

example pioneering work in Boyden et al. (1981), and on-going research projects associated 

with such authors as Grimm et al. (2008), Pickett et al. (2001) and Troy (2000), to name but 

a few. Frameworks of design and management principles from the body of literature on 

sustainable cities can be found in Cadenasso & Pickett (2008) and McManus (2005) and 

these kind of principles are increasingly becoming a more central concern in planning 

processes (ACTPLA, 2004). At the same time, while planners have always sought to 

establish communities - rather than merely physical structures within which individual 

households live and move - more recently there has been support for the idea that vibrant 

communities possess important virtues that can be leveraged to help meet socially-desirable 

aspirations (see for example Randolf 2006a, 2006b and Olsson et al., 2007). Blewitt (2006) 

argues that in recent years there has been a resurgence of public policy interest in 
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“community” because its decline is seen as being at the heart of our social, political, 

cultural and environmental ills.  

While informed by the above literature, the research design endeavoured to remain as 

sensitive as possible to the meanings that the sample of Canberra residents assigned to 

concepts of “community”, “sustainability” and the links between the two. For our own 

operational practices, we defined ‘sustainability’ broadly inline with the commonplace 

Brundtland definition of processes that meet the needs of existing generations without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (World Commission 

on Environment and Development, 1987). Community was defined as “a set of people who 

are brought together by choice or force of circumstance, and who have learned to live, work 

and play together” (Brown and Pitcher, 2005) or, more loosely as simply the social ties that 

bind people. 

Despite the recognition of the importance of community development and 

sustainability, there is currently little research available that examines the relationship 

between these two concepts, especially in new housing developments. Given this, the study 

aimed to generate data on: 

• The reasons behind locational decision-making when residents move to a new 

housing development 

• New residents’ expectations of social infrastructure and community 

development and their sense of identity with an area 

• Whether concerns over sustainability are present in locational and housing 

choices 
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• And whether the experience of living in a dwelling and a community 

matched residents’ initial expectations 

Research Methods 

Sites Chosen for Research 

Given this limited information on the relationship between housing choice, community 

and sustainability, it was decided that a scoping study was the most appropriate means of 

generating preliminary data. The research itself was oriented around three contemporary 

forms of emerging place, community and sustainability: 

1. New lower-density Greenfield suburban areas 

2. New higher-density Greenfield areas and; 

3. Brownfield intensification areas.  

Greenfield sites refer to new broad-acre sub-divisions, usually on the edge of existing cities. 

Brownfield sites refer to existing sub-divisions where a property or older dwellings have 

been demolished and new buildings constructed on the site.  

Three sites with different housing and geographical attributes were chosen in Canberra 

with the aim of interviewing 20 households from each site. The chosen sites were: 

• Harrison, a recent Greenfields, broad-acre, housing development with lower 

density housing, near the Gungahlin Town Centre 

• Gungahlin Town Centre, a Greenfields mixed residential/retail/commercial 

development in the Gungahlin area, on the northern outskirts of Canberra 

• Turner, an established inner-city suburb, where the research targeted 

Brownfield developments that were constructed over the past decade 
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All sections of both the Greenfield and Brownfield sites were purposively selected 

with the aim of ensuring a representative range of block size, housing types and 

development stage in the area. 

Questionnaire and Interviews 

The most effective methodologies for generating in-depth preliminary insights into 

social attitudes are a mix of quantitative and qualitative research techniques (Ragin, 1994, 

McGuirk and O’Neil 2005). Qualitative research seeks to understand the different ways 

people experience the same events, places and processes through multiple frames of 

reference and meaning, whilst quantitative research is effective in collating statistical 

sample data, such as demographic information (McGuirk and O’Neil 2005).  In this study, it 

was decided to administer semi-structured questionnaires, which combined both quantitative 

and qualitative research techniques, to a sample of households in the three different areas 

chosen. This type of interview structure is effective in small-sample studies as it is flexible, 

which allows the interviewer to elicit more detailed responses where information is sparse 

or where data is of a more complex qualitative nature. The results were then coded and 

clustered into themes. After the initial data analysis had been conducted, two subsequent 

small focus groups (one Greenfield and one Brownfield) were conducted to test 

impressionistic accounts, interpretations of data and also to invite respondent feedback.  

A semi-structured questionnaire was designed to obtain responses about the following 

concepts and issues listed in Table 1. (A sample of the actual questionnaire is in the 

Appendix.) 

Insert Table 1 here. 
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Letters of introduction explaining the purpose of the research were sent out to 

selected streets within these areas with an invitation to participate in the study. A quarter of 

the sample of 20 Harrison participants in the survey approached the researchers directly by 

email or telephone as a result of receiving this letter. The remainder of the sample agreed to 

participate after a follow-up door-knock from the researchers. The same procedure was 

followed for the Gungahlin Town Centre and Turner. The majority of interviews 

(approximately 75 percent) were conducted at the residences of the respondents, and the 

remainder were conducted over the telephone or via e-mail. The shortest interview lasted 40 

minutes and the longest lasted 90 minutes. Respondents were presented with a small 

denomination gift voucher for the use of their valuable time. The researchers were therefore 

able to gather a sample of 60 respondents for the questionnaire, 20 in the Harrison 

Greenfield site, 17 in the Gungahlin Town Centre Greenfield site and 23 in the Turner 

Brownfield site. In addition, once the data from the questionnaires had been coded and 

analysed, two focus groups – one Greenfield and one Brownfield – were conducted with 

nine respondents in order to discuss the researchers’ preliminary impressions.  

Key Findings of Research – Community & Sustainability  

Comparison Between the Two Greenfield Sites: Harrison and Gungahlin Town Centre 

We adopted a twin comparative method to analyse our results, first comparing and 

contrasting the low- and medium-density Greenfield sites, and then comparing and 

contrasting the Greenfield sites with the Brownfield site. 

The Greenfield respondents overall had a relatively mobile housing history over the 

previous decade. Most had lived interstate or overseas during this period, although a 

significant number had moved to their present place of residence from other parts of 
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Canberra, and in some cases other parts of Gungahlin. Nine locations had been 

overseas, 57 were in other parts of Australia, 38 were in the Canberra region and 14 were 

other parts of Gungahlin. The 37 respondents had lived in a total of 118 houses during the 

past decade, giving an average of just over three houses per respondent. As such, the 

Greenfield sites were a relatively newly formed community, most having lived in their 

current dwelling for under three years. Many also, either through choice or force of 

circumstance, expected to leave within the next five years. The presence of respondents 

from the Defence force was responsible for the majority of these high frequencies. Despite 

these characteristics, it was apparent that the sample had developed local social networks 

and engaged in local activities. This was indicated in shopping patterns, club membership 

and interaction with other residents in the community. 

Convenience shopping and grocery shopping was overwhelmingly conducted locally. 

Many respondents in the Harrison sample also expressed a desire to see more convenience 

shopping within walking distance. Many respondents associated this with greater 

community contact. Shopping is seen by as an opportunity to associate with others in the 

community. The Greenfield surveys suggested that respondents were engaged in a balance 

between geographically dispersed bridging social networks and local bonding social 

networks. In other words, while there is evidence that the respondents had formed some 

local community social networks, these respondents from Gungahlin were well integrated 

into the rest of the Canberra community. This regional social-network integration was also 

apparent in the journey-to-work profiles of the respondents. Very few respondents worked 

within Gungahlin and overall this made the sample a relatively car-dependent community. 

The overwhelming impression gained from respondents was that both Greenfield sites are 

car-dependent, regardless of their proximity to major shopping and recreational nodes. 
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There were different patterns of local community involvement between the two 

samples. On the whole, there is not a great deal of bonding social networks between 

neighbours, although this was higher in the lower density Harrison sample than the Town 

Centre sample. The slightly higher degree of community involvement among the Harrison 

sample could be attributed to a small group of households with similar circumstances, such 

as school-age children. The provision of parks and other recreational facilities in lower-

density Harrison afforded these respondents with at least as much opportunity to meet 

neighbours as the higher-density Town Centre respondents. These were valued community 

facilities and were discussed in relation to opportunities to engage with other local residents. 

Overall, there were a wide variety of reasons why people choose their location. While some 

people expected a shorter tenure, there were others who adopted a longer-term vision and 

were conscious that planning processes had earmarked their area for future services and 

amenities. Some respondents stated that these promises had influenced their locational 

decision. There were quite a few Harrison respondents who also were attracted by the 

marketing of their suburb, in particular the idea of ‘country living in the city’. It was also 

evident that people in different housing tenures had different needs, in particular with 

respect to transport and mobility.  

In order to gauge respondents’ expectations of community development, respondents 

were asked to define what ‘community’ meant to them. In this open-ended question, 

respondents were encouraged to present an open list of features associated with community. 

Insert Table 2 here 

Insert Table 3 here 

The 20 Harrison respondents mentioned a total of 19 different factors that they 

associated with ‘community’. These factors can be disaggregated into infrastructural capital 
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factors and social capital. While 19 mentions were made of these eight 

infrastructural capital features of community, there were 30 mentions of the social capital 

aspects of community (Table 2). By far the most central perceived element of community 

was ‘knowing your neighbours’, mentioned by half (ten) of Harrison respondents. There 

were ten infrastructural capital features of community mentioned 17 times by the 17 

respondents from Gungahlin Town Centre. Schools and other child activities (four 

respondents) and shops, businesses and other facilities (four respondents) were mentioned 

most frequently.  

As the results reveal, community has multiple meanings for different people, and this 

diversity suggests that Canberra’s suburbs might be far more heterogeneous than they are 

often given credit for. However, the findings do suggest a set of infrastructural expectations 

that are seen to underpin the more intangible yet more important social ties that bond people 

together. The different meanings of community were discussed in an overwhelmingly 

positive manner. 

Before discussing the concept of sustainability, respondents were asked what attracted 

them about their house in the first place. This provided a measure of the relative importance 

of sustainability in the respondents’ choice of dwelling. Respondents were then asked what 

the term ‘sustainability’ meant to them. They were assured that there was no right or wrong 

answer to the question, and if unsure of its meaning, the interviewers possessed a generic 

(Brundtland) definition of sustainability to help prompt the respondent (see Research 

Context above). 

Out of the 17 respondents from the Gungahlin Town Centre, only three were unable to 

supply any definition of sustainability. The remainder gave a variety of definitions that 

corresponded with the wealth of definitions available in popular and academic literature. A 
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sense of ‘future-orientedness’ was apparent in almost all definitions. Some 

definitions were more oriented towards conserving what currently exists and others focused 

on planning for change. Some definitions were more environmentally oriented, others more 

economically oriented with respect to resource efficiencies, and a few were more socially or 

community oriented. The following summary (Table 4) of definitional responses classifies 

them from the more environmentally focused through to the more economically focused, the 

more planning focused and finally the more socially oriented and aesthetically oriented. 

While there are clear differences in emphasis that the respondents place in their 

understandings of the term ‘sustainability’, there appears to be just as much common ground 

for understanding the meaning of the term in the broader community as there is in policy 

and academic circles. 

Insert Table 4 here 

All 20 respondents from Harrison supplied a definition of sustainability. A larger 

proportion of Harrison respondents emphasised the maintenance of community and 

maintaining existing family lifestyles within the community, even though environmental 

and ecological issues were also prominent in many definitions.  

Insert Table 5 here 

While Town Centre residents maintained a more mainstream definition of sustainability as 

efficient resource use, it was notable that more Harrison residents defined sustainability 

through reference to future community resilience. It was also observable that more Harrison 

respondents than Town Centre respondents mentioned sustainability issues when asked 

what attracted them to their dwelling in the first place. Furthermore, when asked specifically 

about the sustainability of their house, Harrison respondents were far more forthcoming in 

listing the positive sustainability features of their property. The impression gained was that 



Community Formation and Attitudes to Sustainability          15 

more Harrison respondents than Town Centre respondents had been involved in the 

process of deciding whether and to what extent and what kind of sustainable features would 

constitute their dwelling and block. It could be speculated that fewer Town Centre 

respondents had the opportunity for involvement in the process of choosing products and 

features that constituted their dwelling and property. Many, due to their rental tenure, were 

not responsible for the initial decisions, nor did they feel capable of altering the situation. It 

was not so much the ownership of property that created the distinction between respondents, 

but a perception or reality of lack of involvement in the process of decision-making and 

consultation over the sustainable elements of their dwelling. 

Given this underlying concern for issues of sustainability in both sample sites, and 

given the way in which the term is linked to community and a concern for community 

sustainability, planning authorities might approach community involvement in sustainability 

issues from a more inclusive angle of community development rather focusing on dwellings 

and blocks. The latter is of concern for homeowners and their needs to be a means whereby 

those in various rental tenures are afforded opportunities to participate in sustainability 

issues that affect their place of residence. However, the responses outlined in this research 

suggest that opportunities for involvement and participation in some of the issues that 

respondents identified as sustainability needs in their area would enhance inclusive 

community development even further. This suggestion reinforces the impression gained 

from the evidence that engagement with sustainability issues is related more to the 

opportunities available to own processes, rather than necessarily about property ownership. 

Greenfields and Brownfield Sites: Comparisons and Contrasts 

The demographic profile of the Brownfield site was marked by differences compared 

with the Greenfield sites. First, the age distribution in the Turner survey tended to be 
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slightly younger, with more households (8 of 23 respondents) in the 20-29 age 

bracket, whereas the Greenfield surveys contained more households (18 of 37 respondents) 

in the 30-39 age bracket. This was also related to differences in household formation. The 

most striking difference between the Greenfield and Brownfield sites was the lack of 

presence of children in the Turner Brownfield survey. In the Greenfield sites 19 of the 37 

respondents were categorised as being “parents/couples with children” whilst in the 

Brownfield site only 2 of the 27 respondents were in this category. This became important 

in terms of perceived community needs and forms of local community participation. 

Greenfield respondents tended to look for infrastructural facilities associated with 

educational requirements and childcare. 

There was also a significant difference in housing tenure and status between the 

Greenfield and the Brownfield surveys. Over half of the Turner respondents were either 

renting their dwelling privately or were in government rental housing. Apart from the 

presence of a group of Defence rental households (9 of 37 households) in the Greenfield 

survey, most (21 of 37 households) Greenfields households were owner-occupiers. In both 

the Greenfields and the Brownfield surveys, the respondents tended to have had a relatively 

short tenure in their dwelling and were not living in what could be considered an 

‘established’ community. Reflecting the purposive sampling technique employed in the 

study, which targeted Brownfield sites in Turner, 19 of the 23 respondents lived in 

apartments. Three respondents lived in townhouses and one described their dwelling as a 

terrace house. Thus, the sample not only contrasts inner-city dwellings with outer-suburb 

dwellings, but also the Turner sample overwhelmingly represents a higher-density 

population compared with the previous Greenfield sample, where only a small minority of 

respondents lived in apartments. Another difference was that more Greenfield respondents 
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were attracted by the characteristics of their dwelling and their block of land, 

although proximity to (planned) facilities remained the main attraction for Greenfield 

respondents. Fewer Turner respondents mentioned their dwelling itself as a key reason for 

the attraction of the location. 

In terms of their journey-to-work profile, while more Brownfield site workers lived 

closer to their place of work, both Greenfield and Brownfield respondents tended to be quite 

highly car-dependent. When it came to the attractions of their location, most Turner 

respondents were attracted to the established services and infrastructure that an inner-city 

location afforded. The ability to walk to their facilities was overwhelmingly appealing to 

them. In the Greenfields sample, more respondents were attracted by the promise of future 

facilities. In both Turner and Gungahlin Town Centre a higher proportion of locational 

disadvantages tended to be associated with issues surrounding higher residential density or 

recreational facilities, such as higher levels of traffic, noise and security. Higher-density 

respondents tended to focus more on issues of surrounding suburban space rather than 

issues associated with their dwelling. 

Following the Gungahlin survey, respondents were asked to define what ‘community’ 

meant to them, in order to gauge respondents’ expectations of community development. The 

23 Turner residents gave a total of 25 factors that they associated with community. Like the 

Gungahlin respondents, the Turner residents provided definitions of community that could 

be divided between infrastructural capital and social capital themes, and the Turner 

residents also tended towards presenting social capital definitions. 

Insert Table 6 here 

However, there were two notable differences. First, the respondents in Harrison tended 

to mention infrastructural capital more often, perhaps reflecting the fact than many of the 
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facilities that others take for granted are still in the planning stage at Harrison. 

Second, there were also more people in the higher-density Brownfield site of Turner who 

stated that community involves respecting privacy within apartment blocks. In none of the 

surveyed sites could in be said that respondents experienced a tight-knitted community with 

close personal relations with neighbours, although a minority in Harrison did form such 

relations through the presence in their household of school-age children. Yet, in the 

Gungahlin Town Centre, and more so in Turner, there was a notable absence of such close 

social bonds between neighbours. 

Having said this, four qualifying points can be made: First, many Turner respondents 

did feel that their neighbourhood had a friendly, if rather reserved, feeling, and that on the 

whole most people respected others privacy under circumstances of such higher-density 

living. Second, this finding should not be taken to suggest that Turner respondents lack 

social capital or social ties. They merely associated with others outside their immediate 

apartment community. Third, most respondents in all three surveys had a tenure of less than 

two years. Fourth, while Turner respondents take advantage of being able to walk to local 

facilities, Gungahlin respondents appear to be well integrated into other parts of the city, 

either through work, through club memberships and through those who had lived in other 

parts of Canberra prior to moving to their current dwelling. In a mobile modern world, 

where people associate with a wide range of people in everyday life, the nature of 

‘community’ involves more than close personal village-like relationships, and a person’s 

dwelling is often looked to as a sanctuary from sociability – a ‘backstage’ where one can 

relax. 

When it came to the sustainability of their surrounding suburb, both Greenfield and 

Brownfield respondents tended to be slightly more negative about their suburban 



Community Formation and Attitudes to Sustainability          19 

sustainability than they were about the sustainability of their own dwelling. Turner 

respondents articulated more sustainability issues surrounding the inner-city environment 

rather than the attributes of their dwelling. This, as suggested in the earlier Greenfield 

comparison, could possibly be attributed to the fewer opportunities that rental respondents 

had in participating in decisions associated with the perceived sustainability of their 

dwelling. However, Turner respondents were able to list far more positive attributes of their 

suburban design compared with Turner and Gungahlin Town Centre respondents. Many 

more Turner respondents listed sustainability characteristics associated with their proximity 

to services and facilities compared with the Greenfield respondents. With respect to choice 

of location, fewer Turner respondents than Greenfield respondents claimed that 

sustainability issues were an important factor in their choice of either dwelling or location. 

More Harrison respondents listed sustainability and energy-efficiency issues as a reason for 

moving to their dwelling and could articulate clearly the sustainability features that 

influenced their decision. Turner respondents were more likely to be influenced by the 

proximity to facilities and the convenience that this afforded. It is important to note that they 

were conscious that their choices had sustainability implications, such as lower car usage 

and a perception that higher population density was more sustainable than lower population 

density. This consciousness of sustainable practices was a consequence of their decision-

making practices, rather than underlying rationale behind their decision. 

Compared with the Harrison survey, although more closely aligned with the Gungahlin 

Town Centre survey, there were few direct mentions of the concept of community in the 

definitions of sustainability. Out of the 23 respondents, only two were unable to supply a 

definition of sustainability. Like the Gungahlin respondents most definitions provided a 

sense of future-orientedness and most were associated with definitions common in popular 
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and academic literature. There was one direct emphasis on economic and financial 

considerations and four definitions focused on maintaining the status quo into the future. 

The remaining majority focused on environmental considerations, often balancing 

economic, ecological and energy considerations. The following table is ordered from the 

more specific to the more abstract considerations of sustainability. It is noticeable that there 

were specific definitions that referred to the form of medium density living practiced in 

Turner. 

Insert Table 7 here 

 

Conclusions 

In this section of the paper we draw the study findings together, making 

recommendations for urban planners and policy makers in Canberra (and elsewhere), as 

well as suggesting how they might design to both create, or strengthen, community and how 

this might in turn foster positive community attitudes to sustainability. 

In this study, research findings highlighted the diversity found in attitudes, expectations 

and perceptions of community and sustainability. However, it was not necessarily the form 

of residential development itself that influenced these differences. The demographic profile 

of the respondents themselves influence where people are likely to reside, in accordance 

with their age, their household type, their family life-cycle, their residential mobility 

patterns, their journey-to-work patterns, their housing tenure status, the previous social 

networks they established prior to moving to their current dwelling and any new social 

networks they are developing in their new neighbourhood. For example, in the Greenfield 

sites the underlying concern for issues of sustainability in both sample sites was community 
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formation and social bonds rather than ecological and environmental issues. In the 

Brownfield site most participants were conscious that their choices had sustainability 

implications. However this consciousness of sustainable practices was a consequence of 

their decision-making practices, rather than underlying rationale behind their decisions. 

Given this, planning authorities might approach community involvement in sustainability 

issues from a more inclusive angle of community development rather focusing on dwellings 

and blocks.  

However, that being said, transient nature of many of the participants and the number 

of rental properties, in both the Greenfield and Brownfield sites researched, might preclude 

many of the residents from involvement and reduce the effectiveness of any such policy. In 

addition, it can be surmised from the research data that the demographics, socio-economic 

status, and lifestyle choices that residents make, have important implications with regards to 

both community formation and attitudes to sustainability, and the diversity of needs within 

an urban space. A couple with one income, a mortgage and three children will have quite 

different expectations regarding their dwelling choices and lifestyle opportunities than a 

couple with no children on a dual income in a rental property. What different people find 

important will differ from one group to another, and stems in part from how they find 

themselves in relation their current situation. Different individuals may also regard the 

changes to the value of the same variable as either desirable or undesirable or of no concern 

at all (Keen, Brown and Dyball 2005).  

This short recollection of the Greenfields and Brownfield comparison serves as a 

qualification against any ‘physical determinist’ interpretation of urban spaces. In other 

words, the form and density and type of residential development do not determine people’s 

attitudes and life-style. Any comparison and contrast between the Greenfields sites and the 
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Brownfield site of Turner investigated in this survey needs to remain sensitive to this 

qualification as well. This would infer that a more adaptable physical urban form (through 

the design of dwellings and infrastructure), in conjunction with community engagement, 

might improve the ability of an existing or emerging urban space to facilitate social 

inclusion and community, which also has positive implications for improvements in 

sustainability in urban design. Adaptability in design by urban planners and developers 

would help ensure that the needs of residents are being met and would facilitate changes of 

use over time, as the demographics within a suburb change. The capacity to engage local 

residents in the design of these solutions for adaptable, liveable and sustainable 

communities is critical for success of any such innovative planning (Troy, 2004).  

This paper has presented an overview of a pilot study investigating community 

formation and attitudes to sustainability in Canberra. The data gathered reflected the 

complexities and dynamic nature of a modern city, and how its residents perceive where 

they live, how they live and why they live there. The preliminary responses demonstrated 

the depth of data gathered and allowed the researchers to explore local detail, specific to 

particular sites in Canberra experiencing change in the urban form. These themes are useful 

in indicating whether current planning processes are meeting the needs of residents in 

specific areas and what issues might need to be considered for the future planning decisions. 

The pilot study has also revealed the potential value of additional longitudinal studies with a 

wider sample of Canberra’s residents. Such ongoing research would provide opportunities 

for current data to inform local policy and urban planning decisions, and facilitate social 

inclusion, community satisfaction and sustainability. 
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Appendix 

Interview Questionnaire 

Example Questionnaire for Harrison 

The questionnaires for the Gungahlin Town Centre and Turner incorporated the same 

questions, with slight amendments, shown in brackets []. 

Background Briefing for Interviewees 

Ethics form 

Token of our appreciation - gift voucher 

The purpose of this project is to generate data on: 

• the reasons behind locational decision-making when residents move to a new housing 

development 

• new residents’ expectations of social infrastructure and community development and 

their sense of identity with an area 

• whether concerns over sustainability are present in locational and housing choices 

I will ask questions about: 

• your household’s housing history; 

• your future housing plans; 

• the advantages and disadvantages that you see in your housing choice, concerning the 

physical structure; 

• the locational advantages and disadvantages; 

• patterns of social interaction; 
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• sources of community information 

• access to facilities and employment; 

• any environmental reasons for locational choice or housing choice 

Background 

We will begin with a few introductory questions to give us a feel for your household, 

your work and your housing history. 

Q1 What age group are you? 

Under 20; 20-29; 30-39; 40-49; 50-59; 60-69; 70-79, 80+ 

Q2 How many people live in this household? 

If children, are they pre-school, primary school, high school, college or post-college? 

If school-children: Which schools do they go to? 

If a share-house: How did you come to live together? 

Q3 What is your occupation? 

Full-time, part-time, casual? If more than one respondent, record all responses. 

Q4 Where is your place of employment (i.e. location of workplace)? 

If more than one respondent, record all responses. 

Q5 What is your housing tenure status? 

Home owner, home purchaser (with mortgage), private rental, public rental, community 

housing, other (state). 

Q6 How long have you lived here? 

Q7 Where have you lived previously over the past decade? 
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Q8 How long do you envisage living in your current home? 

Where do you want to be living in a decade’s time? 

Where do you actually think you will be living in a decade’s time? 

Q9 What forms of transportation do household members use? 

How frequently? For what purpose? For work, for shopping, for recreation purposes? 

Community 

These following questions are designed to elicit responses concerning your social 

surroundings in this suburb [the Town Centre]. They will refer to issues such as your 

associations with the area, the facilities you use and the convenience of the place. Later we 

will discuss your house and issues of environmental sustainability. 

Q10 What were the principal reasons for choosing Harrison [the Town Centre, 

Turner]? 

Newness? Proximity to services? Proximity to work? What are its main attractions? Do 

you recall how the area was marketed? Was the advertising accurate? 

Q11 What are the main disadvantages of Harrison [the Town Centre, Turner]? 

Newness? Proximity to services? Proximity to work? 

Q12 Overall, what does the term community mean to you? 

There is no right answer to this question. Everyone has their own view and we are 

interested in eliciting your understanding of what a ‘community’ is. 

Q13 What community, recreation or shopping facilities do you require to meet your 

needs? Where should these be located to be accessible? 
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Shops? Restaurants? Schools? Libraries? Community Centres? Places of 

Worship? Health facilities? 

Childcare centres? Sporting facilities? Bike paths? Parks? Are these available? 

Q14 Do you have much interaction with other residents from Harrison [the Town 

Centre, Turner]? 

How and where does this happen? How frequent? 

Q15 Are you a member of any clubs or groups in this area, or elsewhere in Canberra? 

What type of club (i.e. sporting, social, ethnic, political)? What about other areas? 

Frequency? 

Q16 Can you describe your regular shopping patterns? 

Where do you do your major regular food shopping? Convenience food shopping (e.g. 

bread/milk, etc.)? 

Clothing? Other participant nominated items? What transportation do you use? 

Sustainability 

While the previous questions were oriented towards the suburb [the Town Centre] as a 

place to live in, the following questions are directed mainly at your dwelling and issues of 

sustainability. 

Q17 What were the main attractions of this home (as distinct from its location)? 

Newness? Size? 

Q18 What are the main drawbacks of this home? 

What would you like to change? 

Q19 What does sustainability mean to you? 
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There is no right or wrong answer here. Everyone interprets sustainability in 

their own way and we are interested in your interpretation? (If interviewee is puzzled by the 

term, we will provide a definition) 

Were there any environmental or sustainability considerations when choosing this 

particular house/apartment/townhouse/dwelling? 

Q20 Do you consider your home to be well designed from a sustainability perspective? 

What are its strengths or weaknesses, in your view? Solar orientation? Energy ratings? 

Flora and Fauna? 

Q21 Do you believe that Harrison [the Town Centre, Turner] is well designed from a 

sustainability perspective? 

What are its a) strengths and b) weaknesses, in your view? Variety of transportation 

options? Open space? Trees? Higher or lower density housing? Employment? Bike paths? 



Community Formation and Attitudes to Sustainability          31 

Tables for Inclusion in Main Document 

Table 1. Summary of the Concepts and Issues Included in the Questionnaire 

Background Community Sustainability 

• demographic profile - 
gender, age, household 
numbers, household types, 
number of children and 
school status 

• housing status – types, 
tenure 

• occupational status – type, 
place of employment 

• length of residence - 
history and projections 
(future plans) 

• daily mobility – modes of 
transportation 

• shopping patterns 

• choice of location – 
attractions  

• locational advantages and 
disadvantages 

• expectations of 
community facilities 
(infrastructural capital) 

• community participation 
(social capital) 

• the meaning of 
‘community’ to the 
participant 

• patterns of social 
interaction 

• sources of community 
information 

• advantages and 
disadvantages perceived in 
housing choice, 
concerning the physical 
structure 

• the meaning of 
‘sustainability’ for the 
participant 

• role of sustainability in 
choosing the dwelling 

• any environmental reasons 
for locational choice or 
housing choice. 

 

 

Table 2. Factors that Residents Associated with Community – Harrison 

Infrastructural Capital 

(number of responses in brackets) 

Social Capital 

(number of responses in brackets) 

Schools (5)  Knowing neighbours (10) 

Local shops/services (5)  Street parties, celebrations or barbeques (5) 

Playgrounds/playgroups (3)  Opportunities to meet and/or connect with others (4)  

Parks/ponds (1)  Shared outlook and/or common interests (4) 

Church (1)  Tolerance/diversity/mix of cultures (2) 

Community hall (1) Knowing service providers (1) 

Markets (1) Socioeconomic background (1) 

More local jobs (1)  Opportunity to help others (1) 

Safety in the streets (1)  Knowing what’s happening in an area (1) 

 Sense of belonging (1) 
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Table 3. Factors that Residents Associated with Community – Gungahlin Town 

Centre 

Infrastructural Capital 

(number of responses in brackets) 

Social Capital 

(number of responses in brackets) 

Schools other child related activities (4)  Opportunities and/or ability to join groups (5)  

Shops/services and businesses (4)  Social interaction/co-habitation/regular contact 
(5) 

Feeling safe/comfort zone (3)  Sense of belonging (3) 

Local newspaper (2) Street gatherings, community events or 
fundraising (3) 

Family centre (1) Knowing or chatting to neighbours (3) 

Clubs (1) Social support (1) 

Sporting facilities (1)  Knowing your role/function (1) 

Church (1) Kids in the street (1) 

Parents’ groups (1) Knowing people outside neighbours (1) 

 Shared worldview/interest (1) 

 Harmony (1) 

 Information exchange/consultation (1) 

 Work-life balance (1) 

 A safety net (1) 

 Consideration (1) 

 Caring (1) 

 Cooperation (1) 

 

Table 4. Summary of Definitional Responses for the Term ‘Sustainability’ – Gungahlin 

Town Centre 

Keeping trees and wetlands the way they are 

Greater consideration of environmental factors and carbon footprint reducing inclusions 

Having a long-term vision of not destroying where you are 

Avoidance of the need to rebuild 

Protect without drawing on other resources due to bad planning 
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Minimal use of resources through good design 

Making efficiencies to look after the long term 

Making the most of what we’ve got 

Maintaining what’s here while accommodating growth 

Maintaining society in a working state without adverse impact on the environment through 
more efficient resource use 

Long-term decisions based on infrastructure 

Planning to avoid overpopulation 

Keeping the local community going 

Views and privacy 

 

Table 5. Summary of Definitional Responses for the Term ‘Sustainability’ – Harrison 

The environment 

Using resources in a way that thinks about future generations 

Thinking of the future and reducing carbon footprint 

Continuing to live your life by using the least resources as possible 

Leaving the world in a better state and being aware of finite resources 

Not using all resources, minimising wastage and reducing usage 

A combination of economic and environmental issues 

Need to include a mix of economic and environmental issues 

The ability for something to look after itself without too many external factors 

That the community can exist for a long time in terms of transport, energy and water 

Being here in the long term and that the place can sustain itself 

Sustaining our family life so that we can live in a similar environment 

Sustaining your chosen lifestyle within your home, your community, your environment 

Feeling happy about the community 

For the area to have staying power and to be able to take things at a slower pace 

Basic amenities and time so a cohesive community can stay together 

To have long-lasting services 

Changing housing provision through a changing family life cycle 

Living here happily with freedom and privacy and space between neighbours 

Original gum trees for wind buffer and outlook 
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Table 6. Factors that Residents Associated with Community – Turner 

Infrastructural Capital 

(number of responses in brackets) 

Social Capital 

(number of responses in brackets) 

The connection between people and 
facilities (1)  

Relations with neighbours/people nearby (6) 

A collection of people, places and services 
(1)  

A group of spatially bounded people (4) 

Easily accessible services for a group (1)  Membership of organisations (3) 

Parks, spaces for activities and playgrounds 
(1)  

Sharing knowledge/awareness (2) 

Community centres (1)  Mix of cultures (2) 

Events like Floriade (1)  Sharing similar culture and attitudes (2) 

The denseness of population (1)  Friendliness and security (2) 

 Belonging (2) 

 Opportunities to interact (1) 

 Saying hello more (1) 

 Grass-roots rather than government 
sponsored activities (1) 

 Interaction with other people (1) 

 Working together for a similar purpose (1) 

 Safety and security (1) 

 Acceptedness (1) 

 The whole of Canberra (1) 

 

Table 7. Summary of Definitional Responses for the Term ‘Sustainability’ – Turner 

Affordability of services 

Economic sustainability - because without the financial means you are dead - and 
environmental sustainability 

Minimising economic externalities 

To keep things going at a certain level where everyone is happy 

Remaining the same with no major cost input 

Keeping things the same 

Efforts to maintain community development and public access 
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Making sure things are looked after, to be around as long as possible 

High density, energy saving living 

Keeping the built environment compact 

How much we’re polluting the environment, built in obsolescence and more efficient 
transport 

How you live, everyday consumption 

Sustaining your surroundings while delivering what humans need 

Endurance – recognising our current decisions will impact on future generations 

Something we don’t need to change that costs money or resources 

Clean, useable, lasting 

Living within our means without squandering energy or resources 

Not using more resources than are available and repairing environmental damage 

How long things can be sustained and the practices we have to change to keep things as 
they are 

Built environments that last into the future without degrading the environment 

Using and developing things efficiently and flexibly from a long-term basis, with minimal 
damage to the environment 

Using resources and the environment economically, wisely and responsibly 

 


