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ABSTRACT 
 

Inner ring suburbs are vulnerable as they face continual downward pressure 

amidst increasingly complex post-industrial regional dynamics. Many suburban 

policymakers focus on housing and commercial development when considering ways to 

improve their localities through the built environment; they often overlook the potential 

benefits of community-oriented infrastructure -- namely public libraries, neighborhood 

recreation facilities, and community festivals/events -- as a catalyst for encouraging 

economic development and neighborhood social capital. This study asks whether inner 

ring suburbs that offer vibrant community institutions exhibit greater levels of resilience 

than those with less vibrant community facilities. 

Across the country government officials target community institutions for service 

reduction and/or closure in high-profile proposals to balance budgets in a tight economy. 

In a number of high-profile urban library budget fights, community protestors cite their 

library’s functions as a safe environment for children after school to socialize and study, 

a place for public internet access and engaging programming, and as the hub of the 

community.  Such accounts offer a glimpse into the value of community institutions in 

the making of place. 

Suburbs are competing to gain and maintain their base of residents in a highly 

mobile and competitive environment. Tiebout (1956) theorizes that this ease of mobility 

allows people to act as consumers who choose the community package of 

services/amenities that best meets their budget and preferences. The group of community 

institutions at the center of this study – public libraries, parks and recreation facilities, 

and community festivals/events -- are part of a wider architecture of local community 
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infrastructure that composes a community’s package of services and amenities. Public 

schools are an important element of that community infrastructure and the one that is 

most often considered to add value to suburban localities. Although public schools are 

unquestionably a vital community institution, this dissertation challenges the narrative 

that school quality is the prime suburban value-generator by measuring the value to local 

resilience of school quality against the vibrancy of these other kinds of community 

institutions that may nurture community life in different ways.   

This work addresses three main gaps in the literature. Work measuring the value 

of, and understanding the effects of, community institutions in local places is scant. 

Studies linking resilience capacity to a place’s institutional fabric often overlook public-

oriented, taxpayer-funded, place-based facilities in favor of an emphasis on non-profit 

organizations. A regional approach with a focus on effects in inner ring suburbs is rare. 

Through a mixed methods approach utilizing exploratory data analysis and 

qualitative content analysis on the inner ring Pennsylvania suburbs surrounding 

Philadelphia, this research considers the effects of community institutions on each of 

three previously identified resilience components: economic strength, socio-demographic 

appeal, and community connectivity. Results suggest that townships with middling or 

low school quality may be supporting forms of community institutions other than public 

schools as a way to increase appeal when the schools alone are not a sufficient draw. 

Furthermore, townships possibly gain resilience value from promoting community 

institutions in an active way. Other findings shed new light on people-oriented 

approaches to inner ring suburban resilience and sustainable regional development that 

may be gaining relevance in the context of 21st century place dynamics. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

This research explores a possible connection between vibrant community 

institutions and local suburban resilience. Inner ring suburban areas face downward 

pressure amidst complex post-industrial regional dynamics. Many suburban policymakers 

focus on housing and commercial development when considering ways to improve their 

localities through the built environment (see Hanlon 2010); they often overlook the 

potential benefits of community-oriented infrastructure -- such as public libraries, 

neighborhood recreation facilities, and community festivals/events -- as a catalyst for 

encouraging economic development and neighborhood social capital.  

 Across the country government officials continually target community institutions 

for service reduction and/or closure in high-profile proposals to balance budgets in a tight 

economy (see Buckman 2011; Spielman 2011; Hurdle 2008). Budget enforcers have 

particularly attacked public libraries – reducing library funding streams which often 

accumulate over the nested scales of federal, state, county, and municipality -- forcing 

many to curtail services and hours of operation as well as close branches (see Oder, et al. 

2009; Martelle 2010). Proposed budget cuts to community institutions almost always 

arouse public outcry focused on the myriad ways in which these facilities contribute to 

the community’s well being. In a number of high-profile urban library budget fights, 

community protestors cite their library’s functions as a safe environment for children 

after school to socialize and study, a place for public internet access and engaging 

programming, and as the hub of the community (Abbey-Lambertz 2012; Welker 2008, 
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see also Giles et al. 2013).  Such accounts offer a glimpse into the value of community 

institutions in the making of place.  

But while urban place quality in the United States has garnered much attention as 

cities publicly grapple with monetary constraints, less attention has been paid to valuing 

determinants of residential place quality in suburban settings. Such a focus, however, is 

worthwhile given the settlement and internal migration patterns found throughout the 

country. Population figures attest to the fact that over the past century, we have literally 

moved from a majority urban nation to a majority suburban one: in 1940 only 15% of the 

U.S. population lived in the suburbs (Burchell et al. 2005); by 1980 suburbanites 

accounted for more than 40% of the population (Jackson 1985); and by 2000 the number 

rose to 60% (Burchell et al. 2005).  The suburban counties surrounding Philadelphia (the 

study area of this dissertation) in both Pennsylvania and New Jersey are home to more 

than 70% of the Philadelphia Metropolitan Statistical Area population (Adams et al. 

2008). Sixty-five percent of total U.S. internal migration in 2007/2008 was movement 

within the county of origin (U.S. Census Bureau 2010). Furthermore, as the very concept 

of suburbs matures, a growing number of people have been born and raised in suburban 

environments, and as such, suburbs are the geographic unit of space that feels the most 

natural to them (Garnett 2007).  

Suburbia is often generalized as a homogeneous landscape. Many have decried 

suburbia as a retreat for the region’s wealthy population (see Fishman 1987, Hayden 

2003, Jackson 1985). This narrative of suburban privilege overlooks the rich history of 

the region’s older manufacturing suburbs which thrived as working class communities in 

the industrial age (Nicolaides and Wiese 2006). With the release of a seminal Brookings 
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Institution report on first-tier suburbs by Puentes and Warren (2006, p. 1) detailing the 

specific qualities of inner suburbs and declaring that they fall into a “policy blindspot,” 

inner ring suburbs have increasingly become separated out from other suburbs for study.  

Yet along with attention now focused on inner ring suburbs, a new homogeneous 

narrative has emerged. Specifically, scholarship on inner suburbs often begins with the 

assumption that first tier suburbs are dominated by post-1950 tract development and are 

in decline (Kotkin 2001, see Lee and Leigh 2005). In fact, inner ring suburbs present 

varied patterns of success and decline that do not necessarily reflect the narrative of an 

aging and outdated housing stock (Hanlon 2010, Lucy and Phillips 2000). Inner ring 

suburbs, in relatively close proximity to each other, are faring differently with some 

showing marked signs of success, others in steep decline, and yet others on a more stable 

course. This kind of considerable variation is posited to adversely affect a region’s 

resilience capacity by diminishing the propensity of its leaders to agree on planning 

priorities (Foster 2007). Thus, in order to effectively tackle problems confronting regions, 

it is important to explore the range of influences on these varying local trajectories.  

While suburbs may vary greatly on a variety of demographic and other indicators, 

what suburbs have in common is a lack of “internal complexity” which distinguishes 

them as a group from cities that prove more adaptable to changing circumstances 

(Schwarz 2007, p. 1). Suburbs developed from a more singular market purpose reflecting 

the priorities of the era in which a majority of their development occurred (Schwarz 

2007).  This singularity of purpose translates into a “built-in expiration date” and possibly 

leaves suburbs vulnerable in a rapidly changing society (Schwarz 2007, p. 1). 
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Suburbs are competing to gain and maintain their base of residents in a highly 

mobile and competitive environment. Tiebout (1956) theorizes that this ease of mobility 

allows people to act as consumers who choose the community package of 

services/amenities that best meets their budget and preferences. While the focus of this 

dissertation is on certain kinds of community institutions – namely public libraries, parks 

and recreation facilities, and events/festivals – those institutions are part of a wider 

architecture of local community infrastructure that composes a community’s package of 

services and amenities. Public schools are an important element of that community 

infrastructure and the one that is most often considered to add value to suburban localities 

(Adams et al. 2008). However, Adams et al. (2008) document that in the Philadelphia 

region, curiously, school quality does not factor as the main explanation for destination 

choice even though movers articulate school quality as a prime motivator. These authors 

conclude that housing value explains a larger portion of movers’ destination choice with 

school quality exerting a small amount of additional influence (Adams et al. 2008).   

Although public schools are unquestionably a vital community institution, this 

dissertation challenges the narrative that school quality is the prime suburban value-

generator. The analysis measures the value to local resilience of school quality against the 

vibrancy of other kinds of community institutions that may nurture community life in 

ways different from public schools. Adams et al. (2008) offer that as reasons for choosing 

certain local destinations, respondents cite qualities pertaining to community life as well 

as opportunities to connect with community institutions other than public schools at rates 

measurable, albeit lower, than school quality. Even though school quality may carry more 

weight overall than the measure used here of community institution vibrancy, community 
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institutions nevertheless may add value to inner ring suburbs in important ways. Suburbs 

are becoming more complex and diverse over time (Kotkin 2010). Inasmuch as diverse 

and diversifying populations may benefit from an array of community offerings, the kind 

of inclusive community life nurtured through public libraries, parks and recreation 

facilities, and community events/festivals may help inner suburbs thrive and transcend 

their built-in expiration date.  

Therefore, this research considers the role that community institutions other than 

public schools may play in strengthening suburban municipalities as they strive to 

improve their fortunes in the ever-changing post-industrial metropolitan mosaic. 

Specifically this study asks whether inner ring suburbs that offer vibrant community 

institutions exhibit greater levels of resilience than those with less vibrant community 

facilities. Underlying the hypothesis is the notion that people may be attracted to and 

exhibit a greater sense of place attachment to suburban places that offer a vibrant, 

inclusive, community-focused infrastructure (see Popenoe 1985 for an argument along 

these lines). If this is the case, then attention to enhancing community-oriented 

institutions may possibly help suburban municipalities attract and retain residents as well 

as positively influence their overall fortunes.  

Such a finding would be good news for older inner ring suburbs, many of which 

were forged upon an ideal of community and contain more public facilities than newer 

suburbs (Hayden 2003; see Figure 1.1 showing public library distribution in the 

Southeastern Pennsylvania suburbs). Inner ring suburbs possess other advantages as well. 

Older neighborhoods exhibit higher levels of community organization and depth of social 

ties than newer areas (Guest et. al. 2006). They are strategically-located regional nodes in 
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the ever-growing metropolitan maze. They are characterized by relatively high density 

development as well as history and texture which make them an intriguing focus in the 

pursuit of regional sustainability (see Ewing 1997; Hudnut 2003; Puentes and Warren 

2006; Calthorpe and Fulton 2001; Kolb 2008; Lucy and Phillips 2000).  

Yet many inner ring suburbs are struggling (Hanlon 2010, Lucy and Phillips 

2000). Inner suburbs have been losing high-income population to both outer suburbs and 

the urban core, albeit recently at a slower pace (Sturtevant and Jung 2011). Since the 

provision of high quality services and amenities has been a mainstay in inner suburban 

areas, refocusing attention on the vibrancy of community facilities may be prudent to 

stem out-migration and revitalize declining areas (Sturtevant and Jung 2011). If it can be 

shown that vibrant community infrastructure can positively impact the fortunes of inner 

ring suburbs, this strategy can be one element in a movement toward a more compact, 

sustainable regional footprint. 

Community institutions in the suburbs are vulnerable for a number of reasons. 

First, as in cities they are often targeted for funding cuts by policymakers trying to 

balance budgets in a tight economy. Second, most suburban developers give only well-

intentioned lip service to weaving publicly-funded community facilities into their plans 

while keeping their primary emphasis on profitable housing and commercial space  

(Hayden 2003; Popenoe 1985). Third, suburbia has developed over time into a privatized 

realm (Jackson 1985; McKenzie 1994). Daily activities that had been public in nature 

increasingly occur within the sanitized environments of such private entities as the 

shopping mall or over-equipped backyards (Bruegmann 2005; Crawford 1992; 

Oldenburg 1989; Jackson 1985). Suburbanites do not spend much time in public-oriented 
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places and thus do not value the public sphere highly (Putnam 2000). Critics of suburbia 

consider this trend toward privatized life as a key factor in an overall decline in concern 

for the welfare of others, a sense of community, and civic participation (see Jackson 

1985; Putnam 2000; Goldston 1970; Oldenburg 1989). Advances in technology have 

even led some observers to question the very need for place-based community facilities 

in the twenty-first century networked society (see Wellman 2005). 

Policymakers who keep community institutions front and center on the budgetary 

chopping block may be underappreciating the value of these facilities (Giles et al. 2013). 

Suburban community institutions operate as venues through which residents often 

cultivate casual social connections (Walljasper 2010). Community institutions bear an 

inherent civic orientation as opposed to a consumer or personal interest orientation 

(Dudley 2013; Buschman 2005). As such, interactions originating from these facilities 

may possibly cultivate place-based community (Dudley 2013; Wiegand 2011; Walljasper 

2010). Research shows that such civic-oriented frequent neighborhood interactions – 

what can be termed community connectivity – may foster a resident’s sense of belonging 

and place attachment (Putnam and Feldstein 2003; Jacobs 1992; Etzioni 1993; Corcoran 

2002; Grasmuck 2005; Rivlin 1987; Chavis and Wandersman 1990; Calthorpe and Fulton 

2001). Thus community connectivity may possibly be associated with the formation of a 

place-specific form of group-level social capital -- known as neighborhood social capital 

-- which has been found to be an important community resource that encourages 

neighborhood collective efficacy and other forms of cooperation (see McKnight and 

Block 2010; Sampson and Graif 2009; Temkin and Rohe 1998; Putnam 1993; Lochner, 

Kawachi, and Kennedy 1999; Molotch, Freudenburg, and Paulsen. 2000; Sampson, 
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Raudenbush, and Earls 1997; Sampson et al. 2005). A few case studies have pointed to 

community involvement as a prime factor in resident satisfaction (see Stinner et al. 1992; 

Lee et al. 1994; Baker and Palmer 2006). Furthermore, some scholars regard a region’s 

level of community connectivity, including a measure of its civic infrastructure, as one of 

three elements upon which to gauge its capacity for resilience (see UCB 2012). 

Van Bergeijk, Bolt, and van Kempen (2008) posit that improving community 

institutions could contribute to urban neighborhood revitalization. A few studies focusing 

on community institutions in urban areas take this approach. A report released by the 

University of Pennsylvania’s Fels Institute concludes that homes within one-quarter mile 

of a Philadelphia Free Library branch are worth an average of $9,630 more than similar 

homes outside that buffer zone (Diamond et al. 2010). Highly-engaged public libraries 

have been shown to spawn local economic development in Chicago (see The Urban 

Libraries Council et al. 2005). Giles et al. (2013) use a range of indicators to argue that 

New York’s public libraries are “branches of opportunity” which provide value in a 

myriad of ways to vulnerable subpopulations. Grasmuck (2005) documents how a 

longstanding neighborhood youth baseball organization helps coalesce a diverse and 

gentrifying urban neighborhood as its residents interact and break through social barriers 

while logging time on the baseball fields. Dolesh et al. (2006) assert that proximity to 

neighborhood parks increases property value. Another Philadelphia study focuses on a 

possible religious institution “halo effect” on communities in the form of value added to 

the local economies in which vibrant churches operate (Partners 2010). Dudley (2013) is 

among the first to explicitly articulate the connect between community institutions and 

urban resilience in his new book entitled Public Libraries and Resilient Cities. This 
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dissertation builds upon this literature and moves beyond central cities to focus on how 

this process may work in inner ring suburbs. 

The central research question of this dissertation is the following:  

Do inner ring suburbs gain value from particular types of community institutions?  

The main hypothesis is the following:   

Vibrant community-oriented institutions in an inner ring suburb have a positive 

effect on that place’s capacity for resilience.  

The findings will contribute a new understanding of ways in which community 

life through vibrant, inclusive community institutions may provide value to localities. A 

connection between a community’s public facilities and such outcomes as residential 

appeal, economic strength, and community connectivity may help to explain variations in 

the fortunes of different inner ring suburbs. This work addresses three main gaps in the 

literature: (1) work measuring the value of, and understanding the effects of, community 

institutions in local places is scant (Diamond et al. 2010); (2) studies linking resilience 

capacity to a place’s institutional fabric often overlook public-oriented, taxpayer-funded, 

place-based facilities in favor of an emphasis on non-profit organizations; and (3) a 

regional approach with a focus on effects in inner ring suburbs is rare in the literature. 

Through a mixed methods approach utilizing exploratory data analysis and 

qualitative content analysis on the inner ring Pennsylvania suburbs surrounding 

Philadelphia, this research will consider effects of three community institutions – public 

libraries, parks and recreation facilities, and community festivals/events -- on each of 

three main resilience components: economic strength, socio-demographic appeal, and 

community connectivity. These elements of resilience capacity correspond to the three 
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major elements of the Regional Resilience Capacity Index developed by the Regional 

Institute of the State University of New York at Buffalo and espoused by the Building 

Resilient Regions project of the University of California at Berkeley (see Figure 2.4 on 

page 48). Figure 1.2 presents a diagram of the logic and flow of the main hypothesis. The 

diagram also highlights vital components of the complex socioecosystem within which 

inner suburbs exist and which are continuously exerting influence on their fortunes.  

In the following chapter, I present the theoretical framework that has informed 

this study with a thorough analysis of (1) metropolitan development and residential 

mobility, (2) local and regional resilience, and (3) community life through community 

institutions and neighborhood social capital. Subsequent chapters detail the study’s 

methodology, data and analysis, findings and discussion, and conclusion. I have 

developed measures of institutional vibrancy, economic strength, socio-demographic 

appeal, and community connectivity for each of the 81 minor civil divisions (MCD) 

included in the study area. I also consider public school quality and control for MCD 

classification, suburb type, minority presence, educational attainment, median age, and 

length of residence,. This kind of systematic investigation of factors affecting the future 

of older suburban communities is clearly warranted given the settlement patterns in the 

region, and it will hopefully make more accessible a phenomenon that has heretofore 

eluded clear explanation. 
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Figure 1.1. Map of Southeastern Pennsylvania Inner Suburbs Study Area.  
Developed by Suzanne Lashner Dayanim, 2013. 
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Figure 1.2. The Logic and Flow of This Dissertation’s Main Hypothesis: Vibrant community-oriented 
institutions in an inner ring suburb have a positive effect on that place’s capacity for resilience. 
Developed by Suzanne Lashner Dayanim, 2013. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Metropolitan regions consist of cities, towns, suburbs, and exurbs in various 

proportions and magnitudes. Towns, suburbs and exurbs are the smaller places of a 

metropolitan region that lie outside of the boundaries of its more densely populated 

central city (Burchell et al. 2005). These areas of the metropolitan region outside of the 

urban core are now home to the majority of the nation’s population (Burchell et al. 2005). 

A region’s inner ring suburban area is composed of the suburbs and towns that are 

situated in closest proximity but still outside of the central city boundary (Hanlon and 

Vicino 2007). Inner ring suburbs have the added characteristic of being the oldest 

developed areas outside of the region’s central city. (Hanlon and Vicino 2007). Mobility 

activity both shapes and reflects the variation in the histories, fortunes and place quality 

of localities within a region. 

Many U.S. inner ring suburbs are in decline. They are falling victim to a number 

of negative influences foremost among which are the effects of an aging infrastructure 

and an outdated housing stock (Lucy and Phillips 2000). The realization that there is 

gradual downward pressure on localities and regions is the basis for an emerging focus on 

resilience as an appropriate way to frame understandings of and efforts toward regional 

and local revitalization (Pike, Dawley, and Tomaney 2010; Pendall, Foster, and Cowell 

2010). 

While much of the emphasis of metropolitan revitalization focuses on housing 

and commercial development, there is a growing interest in people-oriented approaches 

to community resilience (see Klinenberg 2013). As the argument goes, places with strong 
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social networks, where neighbors know each other, benefit in a myriad of ways 

(Calthorpe and Fulton 2001).  Community connectivity, then, is important to place 

quality and resilience. Some theorists posit that an effective way to nurture community 

life is through community institutions such as public libraries and parks and recreation 

facilities (see Putnam and Feldstein 2003; Dolesh et al. 2006). Klinenberg (2013) posits 

that residents in places with notable levels of neighborhood social capital fare better 

when disaster strikes than residents in similar places that do not have a strong social 

network in place. Neighborhood social capital can be understood as a community 

resource stock that encourages important forms of collective efficacy and neighborhood 

cooperation (see McKnight and Block 2010; Sampson and Graif 2009; Temkin and Rohe 

1998; Putnam 1993; Lochner, Kawachi, and Kennedy 1999; Molotch, Freudenburg, and 

Paulsen. 2000; Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997; Sampson et al. 2005). To gain a 

comprehensive understanding of the elements that contribute to local place resilience, it 

is important to understand how community life can be nurtured through community 

institutions as well as the mechanisms that may foster the creation of neighborhood social 

capital. 

The theoretical framework for this dissertation weaves together these major 

concepts – metropolitan development, resilience, and community connectivity -- to 

generate a firm basis for the hypothesis at the center of this study. Through a 

comprehensive synthesis of the literature in these areas, it becomes clear how and why 

suburban community infrastructure has the potential for adding value to and positively 

influencing the resilience capacity of inner ring suburbs. Toward that end the rest of this 

chapter is divided into the following three sections: Metropolitan Development and 
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Residential Mobility, Local and Regional Resilience, and Community Life through 

Community Institutions and Neighborhood Social Capital. 

 

2.1 Metropolitan Development and Residential Mobility 

The United States has been characterized by scholars and cultural observers as a 

“suburban nation” (Duany, Plater-Zyberk, and Speck 2000; Teaford 2008). Suburbs can 

be defined as the parts of a metropolitan region that lie outside of the boundaries of its 

central city (Burchell et al. 2005). Population figures attest to the fact that over the past 

century, we have literally moved from an urban-centered nation to a suburban one: in 

1940 only 15% of the U.S. population lived in the suburbs (Burchell et al. 2005), by 1980 

it grew to more than 40% (Jackson 1985), and by 2000 the number rose to 60% (Burchell 

et al. 2005). This shift is monumental not only because of its magnitude, but also because 

of the way it has taken hold of the American ethos. The essence of the American dream is 

to own a single family home -- with a garage in which to park your automobile -- in the 

safety and privacy of the suburbs (Williamson 2010; Bruegmann 2005; Jackson 1985; 

Kotkin 2001). Through small suburban governments, Americans can continue traditions 

of independence, small town life, and a preference for local control (Jackson 1985; Wood 

1959). Number of housing starts -- most of which occur in the suburbs -- is a prime 

measure of national economic strength (Hayden 2003). Thus, for the majority of 

Americans, it seems, suburbia is the preferred living environment (Williamson 2010; 

Dutton 2000; Gordon and Richardson 1997, Downs 1994), yet many critique suburbia as 

a sea of sprawl and associated problems (see for example, Duany, Plater-Zyberk, and 
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Speck 2000; Squires 2002; Kunstler 1993; Orfield, 2002; Burchell et al. 2005; Downs 

1989).  

To understand the American suburban landscape, it is important to recognize the 

decisions and choices that were made along the way by a host of actors on a myriad of 

fronts. In this section I will first detail the residential mobility literature which provides a 

basis for understanding why people move and the aggregate impacts of those processes 

and decisions. I then consider how and why American suburbs grew into their unique 

form. I will then discuss the social, economic, political, and environmental implications 

of this complex metropolitan mosaic. 

 

2.1.1 Internal Migration and Residential Mobility 

The constant flow of people moving from one place to another is a profound force 

reshaping geographies around the globe. Migration can be viewed as a process whereby 

populations (labor) can exert influence over the other two classic economic factors of 

production (capital and land) that seem often to shape opportunity structures beyond an 

individual’s control. As Mumford (1925, p. 55) simply states, “[I]n a period of flow, men 

have the opportunity to remold themselves and their institutions.” Migration is a 

fundamental component of neighborhood, metropolitan, and regional change 

(Cadwallader 1992). Compared to regional differences in biological natural increase, 

migration has proved a more central component of population redistribution in the U.S. 

since the late nineteenth century (Spengler and Myers 1977). Thus, migration flows can 

potentially reconstitute and reimagine the very nature of place.  
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Lee (1966, p. 49) defines migration as a move from an origin to a destination with 

consideration for “an intervening set of obstacles.” This broad definition does not 

distinguish between a local residential change and movement that spans continents. 

However, terminology in the literature commonly distinguishes between the geographic 

extent of migration as follows: local intra-metropolitan movement is called ‘residential 

mobility’; inter-regional movement within national boundaries is called ‘internal 

migration’; and international movement is called ‘immigration’ (Cadwallader 1992). 

 U.S. history is teeming with displays of the enterprising spirit of mobility. 

Mumford (1925) posits that the U.S. can be defined by its great migrations: the first 

migration being that of the westward pioneers traveling by covered wagon and seeking 

land, the second migration characterized by early industrialization and the movement by 

railroads from farms to factory towns, the third migration into large urban centers of 

finance and culture, and the fourth migration typified by decentralization away from the 

crowded urban core due to the rise of automobile transportation and advances in 

communication technology. Fishman (2005) predicts a fifth migration distinguished by a 

reurbanization of the inner-city areas previously abandoned during the twentieth century 

as forces of globalization stimulate a renewed focus on cities.  

 Throughout U.S. history, these migration trends have shaped the fortunes of cities 

and regions. Speare et al. (1975) chronicle the history of Rhode Island through a 

migration lens. They find that early out-migration to states with more employment 

opportunity was reversed in the late eighteenth century only after the state expanded its 

industrial base and realized ways to absorb its rural population into urban areas (Speare et 

al. 1975). Rhode Island’s long period of growth in the 1800s was enabled by immigration 
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from Great Britain and the Canadian Isles as well as by a strong industrial base that 

supported an extraordinarily high proportion of urban population, cresting at 92% in 1930 

(Speare et al. 1975). However, a rapid turnaround in migration patterns by 1940 – 

national immigration restrictions coupled with a trend of net out-migration to other states 

that more readily attracted 20th century growth businesses – left Rhode Island struggling 

through a long period of economic and population stagnation (Speare et al. 1975). The 

authors show that since 1950, residential mobility to inner ring suburbs has been the 

major factor in population redistribution within the state. 

 

  

 

In keeping with its tradition of enterprising mobility, U.S. migration rates 

throughout the twentieth century remained at high levels. At mid-century, close to twenty 

percent of all Americans moved in some way each year (Frey 2009). As homeownership 

rates rose (since the 1950s) and the U.S. population gradually aged, residential mobility 

Figure 2.1. Source: Frey, 2009. 
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has decreased slightly (Frey 2009; see Figure 2.1). However, internal migration reached 

an historic high in 1999-2000 of 8.4 million interstate movers (Frey 2009). Figure 2.1 

shows internal migration and residential mobility rates for the twenty-year period 1990-

2009. This graph shows the combination of internal migration plus residential mobility 

steady at roughly 13-14% of the population from 1990-2000 and dropping to roughly 10-

11% from 2000 onward. Frey (2009) attributes the recent historic low levels of migration 

(2007-2008) to the housing market crisis and corresponding economic recession.  

Since more than 30 million people in the U.S. change residence each year and the 

effects of such flows can be monumental, it is easy to see why so much scholarship is 

focused on the determinants of migration. Speare et al. (1975) assert that migration 

research is most valuable for its ability to predict future patterns and bring to light sets of 

variables significant to mobility decisions. Through this knowledge, urban planners and 

city officials may better understand how places may likely change and how their 

decisions may affect local migration trends and population characteristics.  

 

Why and How People Move 

Scholarship aimed at making sense of migration dates back to the late nineteenth 

century when Ravenstein elucidated what he termed “The Laws of Migration” (Lee 

1966). Ravenstein detailed many ideas still central to migration theory today: distance 

considerations, the influence of technology, the primacy of economic motivation, the 

propensity toward equilibrium, migration streams and counterstreams, and flows by 

geography such as rural-to-urban (Grigg 1977; Lee 1966; Cadwallader 1992). Current 

research offers an abundance of theories as to why and how people move. Most migration 
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research has been empirical and dominated by predictive modeling of migration behavior 

(Cadwallader 1992). Scholars tend to approach the issue from distinct philosophical 

perspectives which over time have served to fragment the discipline (Massey 1990; 

Speare et al. 1975; Cadwallader 1992). 

Macro approaches to explaining migration rest on the idea that structural 

components in society determine broad geographic conditions that shape migration 

patterns (Cadwallader 1992). Classical economics is the key theoretical framework of 

most macro approach research on migration. Underlying assumptions rely on the 

principle in classical economics that labor markets and capital interact to seek 

equilibrium (Cadwallader 1992). Migration occurs to correct an imbalance between 

employment opportunities and labor supply (Spengler and Myers 1977; Cadwallader 

1992). For instance, the economic factor pushing people out of high unemployment areas 

would be countered with an economic pull factor leading them to other areas offering 

ample job opportunities. Influential scholarship, such as Muth’s 1971 paper asserting an 

interdependent causality between migration and employment, sees these elements 

working in the aggregate to determine the migration flow of large populations.  

A major criticism of migration equilibrium theory comes from the idea that 

migration streams tend to reinforce differences among regions resulting in clear patterns 

of divergence rather than convergence (Cadwallader 1992; Morrison 1977). Morrison 

(1977, p. 63) asserts that there is often a migratory pull without a counterbalancing push 

and that migration exhibits an “economic insensitivity” that belies the logic of the 

classical economics approach. Furthermore, equilibrium models of migration have been 

criticized for (a) assuming few to no barriers to mobility, (b) assuming perfect 



 21 

information flow, and (c) underappreciating place specific labor specialization and 

general workforce heterogeneity (Cadwallader 1992).  

Macro migration analysis is also based on foundations beyond classical 

economics. Some scholars privilege institutional factors – such as government policies, 

mortgage lending practices, and real estate company conventions – that enable or 

constrain mobility (Cadwallader 1992). Others hold fast to political economy theories 

such as Marxism and “contend that all social phenomena are inextricably linked to the 

prevailing mode of production, so that any understanding of contemporary migration 

patterns in the United States, for example cannot be divorced from an analysis of the 

capitalist mode of production” (Cadwallader 1992, p. 19). 

Micro approaches to explaining migration patterns give prominence to individual 

decision-making in a ground-up framework. Micro economic analyses focus on how 

individuals seek to maximize their investment in human capital through migration. Micro 

analyses of migration also introduce social and behavioral incentives and deterrents to 

migration. 

Lee (1966) presents a simple yet compelling micro model of migration.  

Individuals perceive a set of pluses and minuses at their current location, another set of 

pluses and minuses at the desired destination, and a set of intervening obstacles related to 

the actual move (see Figure 2.2). Migration will occur when the perceived benefits of the 

destination outweigh the negatives both at the point of origin and of the intervening 

obstacles (Lee 1966).  
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Lee’s model, however, makes no assumption that individuals act solely on 

economic concerns. And micro approaches often consider behavior and social factors 

such as lifestyle and life cycle concerns, community satisfaction, place 

characteristics/amenities, and social networking potential. Tiebout (1956) theorizes that 

ease of mobility allows people to act as consumers who choose the community package 

of services/amenities that best meets their budget and preferences. Cheng (2009) finds 

that social network factors highly influence both internal migration and immigration 

flows to various U.S. states; Poston et al. (2009) present evidence that climate influences 

internal migration flows; both Lee et al. (1994) and Stinner et al. (1992) find that positive 

views of neighborhood as well as participation in civic life enriches one’s satisfaction 

with a place so as to lessen the intention to leave (also, see Speare et al. 1975); Graves 

and Linneman (1979) assert that internal migrants consider location-specific factors such 

as proximity to a coast in addition to employment considerations; and Adams et al. (2008, 

p. 141) cite research pointing to a number of social variables that explain migration 

Figure 2.2. Source: Lee, 1966, p. 50. 
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behavior as part of a comprehensive “value proposition.” Jobes et al. (1992, p. 1) deem 

the introduction of social and behavioral considerations into migration theory no less than 

“a paradigm shift” beginning in the 1970s arising from (a) a recognition that mobility 

motivations are more complex that once assumed, (b) advances in migration data and 

measurement techniques, and (c) basic changes in how society interacts with its 

surroundings. Thus in the study of migration, micro approaches are distinguishable from 

macro approaches not only because of their emphasis on individual as opposed to 

structural variables but also because of their more frequent inclusion of non-economic 

social variables. 

The sharp divide in migration literature between micro and macro approaches is 

viewed as problematic and limiting to the discipline (Massey 1990; Cadwallader 1992; 

Speare et al. 1975). Massey (1990, p. 7) states that “on both theoretical and empirical 

grounds, however, it can be argued that individual and structural elements are 

simultaneously involved in human migration.” While people certainly make individual 

decisions concerning movement of residence, those decisions are shaped by larger 

structural, political, institutional, and economic opportunity structures within which these 

people exist (Massey 1990). Thus a move toward theoretical integration is necessary 

(Massey 1990).  

 To this end Massey (1990, p. 4) espouses an idea first put forth by Myrdal, that of 

”circular and cumulative causation” of migration. The rationale behind circular and 

cumulative causation of migration is that early migration causes structural changes that 

encourage more migration through a feedback loop that decreases the costs for 

subsequent migrants (Massey 1990). While Massey’s focus extends to complicated issues 
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surrounding immigration across national borders, residential mobility from the city to the 

suburbs during the twentieth century can be considered an example of how Massey’s idea 

of circular and cumulative causation of migration works. First early migration occurred 

whereby some relatively wealthy people chose to live in the suburbs for lifestyle reasons 

even though the move resulted in inefficient commute times to work; next structural 

change occurred in the form of jobs leaving the urban core to take advantage of lower 

operating costs and a fortunate supply of suburban women newly entering the workforce 

(Garreau 1991); then a larger wave of suburban migration ensued (Lee 2007) as people 

moved closer to employment opportunities as well as to a more bucolic environment; 

along the way other structural institutional forces played a role as mortgage lending and 

infrastructure projects favored the suburbs over the city. Thus there developed a circular 

and cumulative causation of migration from the city to the suburbs – people led to jobs 

and development led to more people led to more jobs and development. 

 The common theme that links together the various approaches to understanding 

migration is that population flows are a fundamental factor in urban/regional growth and 

decline (Vitiello 2009). An inflow of population, no matter what skill level or ethnicity, is 

key to the continued vitality of places (Vitiello 2009). Regions, however, encompass both 

urban and suburban areas the dialectic of which has historically been strained. The 20th 

century regional dynamic had been that as suburbs prospered, cities suffered. As such, it 

is important to understand aspects other than migration on 20th century metropolitan 

growth dynamics. 
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2.1.2 The Development of The American Suburbs: How and Why 

An extensive body of literature exists detailing how and why the American suburb 

developed in its particular way. In general these scholars display a high degree of 

agreement on the overall patterns and reasons behind our present day suburban form, 

even while elaborating on one or a few key aspects of interest to them. Scholars often cite 

and pay deference to each other, and certain seminal historic accounts (for example 

Jackson’s 1985 Crabgrass Frontier and Warner’s 1962 Streetcar Suburbs) are widely 

revered. 

 
How The American Suburbs Developed 
 

People have settled at low-densities outside of urban core areas for centuries 

(Bruegmann 2005). Since this general settlement pattern is not new, what makes the 

American experience so distinct? Nineteenth century suburbanization being mainly 

within reach of the wealthy (Bruegmann 2005, Jackson 1985, Kotkin 2001) did resemble 

worldwide historically rooted patterns, however, an ingrained cultural dislike of city life 

among Anglo-Americans helped catapult a suburban ideal forward more aggressively in 

America and England than in other parts of the world (Jackson 1985, Fishman 1987).  

The early suburban three-pronged ideal of “home, nature, and community” 

(Hayden 2003, p. xi) was a valued respite from the grit and grime of the 19th century 

American industrialized city for those who could afford it (Fishman 1987, Jackson 1985). 

The ideal of early suburbanites to connect with nature was propagated by the popular 

writings of landscape architect Andrew Jackson Downing (Hayden 2003, Jackson 1985), 

and the push to reinvent the family home into a female-run domesticated environment is 
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associated most closely with the writings of Catherine Beecher (Hayden 2003, Jackson 

1985). Fishman (1987, p. 39) declares that the main ideology behind early upper-class 

suburbia was to create a “bourgeois utopia” which emphasizes private space, the nuclear 

family, the physical separation of work and home whereby the latter becomes solely 

residential, and neighborhoods segregated by class. Into this alluring framework came the 

early Garden City visionaries such as Calvert Vaux (Hayden 2003, Fishman 1985) who 

pioneered residential developments inspired by the work of Howard (1898). Late 19th 

century Garden City suburban planners followed suit and began building visionary 

planned suburbs near major cities that aimed to create ideal living environments for their 

well-to-do residents (Jackson 1985, Hayden 2003, Fishman 1987, Moe and Wilkie 1997). 

Early Garden City-type suburbs did have poorer sections out of necessity to house the 

domestic service workers employed by wealthy residents (Jackson 1985). Although only 

one slice of the more varied early suburban landscape, this affluent suburban 

environment was ingrained into the mainstream consciousness as its predominant form; 

entry into these suburbs was the path to attaining the American dream (Nicolaides and 

Wiese 2006). 

Advances in water, electricity, and transportation infrastructure were key to the 

creation and expansion of early suburbia (Jackson 1985). Warner (1962) chronicles the 

evolution in Boston from horse-drawn omnibus carriages to horse-drawn railcars to 

electric streetcars that pushed people ever outward to the urban periphery. With the 

profusion of the steam railroad in the mid-19th century and the electric streetcar near the 

turn of the century, a groundswell of suburban towns sprouted up resembling beads and 

string on a necklace along railroad stops and routes fanning out from urban hubs (Jackson 
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1985, Fishman 1987, Hayden 2003, Teaford 2008). Out of necessity, peripheral towns 

spread out in the shape of fingers jutting from the central city hub to facilitate ease of 

mobility (Jackson 1985). According to one early suburban observer,  

“You and I – all of us – used to choose our homes for their nearness to 
train or trolley. A mile from the station, half a mile from the trolley, was 
our immutable limit. The gates of Paradise would not have tempted us 
further.” (Towle 1913, p. 83) 

 

A number of factors that converged toward the end of World War II 

fundamentally altered the nature of American suburbs (Nicolaides and Wiese 2006). 

First, technological advances enabled the mass production of housing; a new breed of 

suburban developers utilized these methods to consolidate housing production under a 

single entity and quickly build massive low-cost suburban residential subdivisions 

(Eichler and Kaplan 1967, Weiss 1987). The most famous of these so-called merchant 

builders was Levitt and Sons, led by brothers William and Alfred Levitt who built large 

scale developments of this style in emblematic Levittowns situated in New York, 

Pennsylvania, and New Jersey (Eichler and Kaplan 1967, Hayden 2003). Second, 

automobile ownership became more commonplace leading to enhanced personal control 

of mobility, and therefore suburban development no longer needed to connect to mass 

transit routes (Jackson 1985). Third, postwar population dynamics made it such that a 

large number of returning veterans and other middle class families were in need of 

housing in a relatively short amount of time (Hayden 2003, Nicolaides and Wiese 2006, 

Hardwick 2008). Thus for the first time in history, suburbia became widely available to 

the middle class masses (Bruegmann 2005, Nicolaides and Wiese 2006). Beauregard 

(2006, p. 1) terms this period of suburbanization between post WWII and the early 1970s 
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as “the short American century.” He argues that during this time the essence of the 

country’s urbanization pattern shifted from being “distributive” wherein population gains 

were shared by cities and suburbs alike to being “parasitic” such that gains in suburbia 

were necessarily coupled with losses in central cities (Beauregard 2006, p. 3). 

Single use zoning has been a major factor in the physical layout of American 

suburbs (Duany, Plater-Zyberk, and Speck 2000). Adopted widely in the early part of the 

20th century as a way to mitigate the negative effects of crowding and land speculation 

(Jackson 1985), this separation of land uses spawned “the segregation of the different 

aspects of daily life” (Duany, Plater-Zyberk, and Speck 2000, p. 10). Thus, the current 

dominant American suburban form consists of pods of ultra-differentiated land uses 

unconnected except by multi-lane collector roads; this physical layout decreases 

opportunities for vibrant public and pedestrian life (Duany, Plater-Zyberk, and Speck 

2000, Calthorpe 1993, Kunstler 1993, Oldenburg 1989). 

Commerce and industry have become an increasingly important part of the 

suburban story. In the first quarter of the 20th century, Douglass (1925) writes of industry 

fleeing to the urban periphery in search of cheaper factory space thereby creating early 

working-class manufacturing suburbs. Frequenting shopping centers and enclosed malls 

quickly became a prime activity in suburbia for women seeking to wear the latest fashion 

and equip their homes with the newest gadgets that the marketplace had to offer (Hayden 

2003). Garreau (1991) coined the term “edge city” to describe the dense commercial 

clusters that arose by the mid 20th century in suburban areas. Now economic activity has 

in good measure left the urban core and become inextricably woven into suburbia 

(Fishman 1987). And Teaford (2008) describes the phenomenon of suburban 
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governments actually shunning residential development in their already heavily 

populated jurisdictions in favor of commercial development that brings in needed tax 

revenue without depleting services. 

Presently, suburbs continue to expand onto the fringe of metropolitan areas 

(Hayden 2003) consuming land at rates well above that of population growth in areas 

with little or no mass transit access  (Squires 2002, Brown et al. 1998, Teaford 2008). 

Developers build houses that are generally bigger than the post-WWII stock and are built 

on larger lots (Hayden 2003). Thus as suburbs mature, the continual emphasis on 

development outward creates spatially distinct patterns of growth and decline whereby 

the outer fringes experience growth and the older, inner suburbs are in decline (Hanlon 

2010, Lucy and Phillips 2000).  

Bier (2001) posits that decline is built into the process, so to speak, of the 

tendency to erect more housing than necessary to keep prices reasonable coupled with 

government policies (detailed below) that financially reward homeowners for trading up 

to a bigger abode usually found farther out than one’s current location. Thus the areas 

with the least desirable attributes are the likeliest ones to experience decline (Bier 2001). 

Lucy and Phillips (2000) and Bier (2001) caution that although many of these least 

desirable communities are older inner ring suburbs, age is not necessarily the deciding 

factor; many pre-WWII suburbs are in high demand with attractive older housing stocks 

and longstanding traditions of excellent school systems and other services, while it is the 

mass-produced suburbs built during the short American century (Beauregard 2006), 

which are proving the most susceptible to decline. 
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Finally, it is important to note that considerable emphasis is placed in this 

literature on discussing the reality that suburban areas are overwhelmingly sorted into 

homogeneous groupings by race, class, and sometimes other attributes such as age, 

ethnicity, and religious orientation. The ideology behind suburban homogeneity dates 

back to its earliest days. Loudon (1838, p. 18) advises that the safest investment for 

potential suburban homeowners is “to choose a neighbourhood where the houses and 

inhabitants are all, or chiefly, of the same description and class as the house we intend to 

inhabit.” Economic considerations are often articulated in this trend toward homogeneous 

neighborhoods, but underlying social prejudices also play a large role (Jackson 1985).  

Debate ensues as to whether suburbia is fundamentally homogeneous in nature 

(Kunstler 1993, Goldston 1970, Burgess 1925) or diverse in nature (Teaford 2008, 

Nicolaides and Wiese 2006). However, as scholarship offering typologies shows, 

suburbia is a mix of intrasuburban homogeneity and intersuburban diversity (see 

Mikelbank 2004, Hanlon 2009, Orfield 2002, Hanlon, Vicino, and Short 2006, Adams et 

al. 2008). For instance, Mikelbank’s (2004) national study separates suburban areas into 

ten distinct types each sharing similar characteristics within-type, but differing between 

types; Adams et al. (2008) identify five distinct types of suburban municipalities each 

relatively homogeneous in nature but dispersed throughout the Philadelphia metropolitan 

region. Given this consistent pattern of intrasuburb homogeneity coupled with 

intersuburb diversity, it is more accurate to consider suburban spatial dynamics as a form 

of “concentrated decentralization” (Chakravorty and Lall 2007, p. 3) whereby clusters of 

small areas with similar residential/commercial characteristics exist oftentimes nearby 

clusters of areas with a different set of shared characteristics such that in total they seem 
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to form a variegated landscape (Putnam 2000). Thus homogeneity and diversity coexist; 

intrasuburb homogeneity is integral to the dynamics of metropolitan areas and must be 

acknowledged even while intersuburb diversity can be appreciated.  

Schwarz (2007, p. 1) offers a more nuanced understanding of suburban 

homogeneity positing that while suburbs may vary greatly on a variety of demographic 

and other indicators, what suburbs have in common is a lack of “internal complexity” 

which distinguishes them as a group from cities that prove more able to adapt to changing 

circumstances. Thus suburbs developed from a more singular market purpose that 

reflected the priorities of the era in which a majority of their development occurred 

(Schwarz 2007).  Schwarz (2007, p. 1) asserts that this singularity of purpose translates 

into a “built-in expiration date” and leaves suburbs vulnerable in a rapidly changing 

society. 

 
Why American Suburbs Developed in This Distinct Way 
 

A few scholars maintain that our distinct suburban form resulted from free market 

forces led by consumer preferences (see for example Gordon and Richardson 1997), but 

there is widespread agreement that government policies and market practices worked in 

tandem to create and reinforce patterns of inequity and inefficiency as our suburban 

landscape took shape (see Squires 2002, Wolch, Pastor, and Dreier 2004). Below is a 

detailing of what I believe are the four most critical influences that have shaped our 

current suburban form: (1) federal government policies, (2) profit-motivated large-scale 

merchant builders, (3) local governmental patterns and priorities, and (4) technological 

advancements that lifted physical constraints. 
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Federal government policies. Jackson (1985, p. 11) contends that “suburbanization has 

been as much a governmental as a natural process.” It has been well-documented that 

Federal Housing Administration (FHA) loans helped fuel the massive suburbanization of 

the white middle-class during the post-WWII years by ensuring low-interest loans to 

qualified buyers including a large number of returning veterans (see Hayden 2003, 

Jackson 1985, Bier 2001). The prices were so attractive that it was cheaper to buy a house 

in the new suburbs than to rent in the city (Hayden 2003, Jackson 1985). During this 

post-war housing boom, new homes were almost solely situated in the suburbs, and thus, 

people were not entirely free to choose between viable urban and suburban housing 

options – the suburbs were truly the only option (Hayden 2003). While suburbanites 

surely fled to the suburbs eagerly, it is important to remember that the low-density 

suburban lifestyle that is so often touted by researchers as the preferred American living 

environment (see Downs 1994, Dutton 2000, Williamson 2010) was forced upon a 

population with few other options available to them (Hayden 2003). Therefore one 

should not accept without hesitation that the post-war population of new suburban 

homeowners would not have seized upon alternative kinds of living environments if other 

options were available, and thus over time possibly a more compact neighborhood 

arrangement may have become engrained in the American ethos (see Ewing 1997 for a 

summary of surveys showing consumer interest in compact forms of development). 

 The federal government also subsidizes suburban homeownership in other ways. 

With its mortgage interest tax deduction policy, homeowners benefit financially by 

shouldering as large a mortgage as possible as well as moving to a more expensive home 
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often on a larger lot when that first mortgage benefit loses its effect. This encourages 

those that are able to “move up” often and outward (Bier 2001, p. 3).  

 The heavy government intervention through insuring mortgages in the postwar 

period shaped the color of suburbia (powell 2002) because the FHA instituted regulations 

that supposedly protected their investments (Freund 2006). FHA policies discouraged 

integrated neighborhoods; racial integration was seen as a risk to maintaining property 

values in white neighborhoods (Freund 2006, Jackson 1985, powell 2002). In effect the 

black middle-class was shut out of the suburban-centered American dream (Wiese 2003). 

The FHA’s role in creating a white suburbia is considered by Freund (2006) to have 

underhandedly institutionalized racism by recasting it as a prudent economic strategy on 

the part of white suburbanites trying to protect their major investment.  

 The federal government also encouraged automobile dependency in the suburbs 

by heavily subsidizing road and highway development (Jackson 1985, Squires 2002). An 

auto-dependent society consumes an inordinate amount of gasoline and the federal 

government has artificially kept taxes on gasoline low as to not discourage auto usage 

(Squires 2002, Kelbaugh 1997). And in the parasitic suburbanization construct that 

Beauregard (2006) theorizes, federal subsidies for mass transit decreased as funding for 

roads and highways increased (Frug 2006). The tendency was to consider roads a public 

good and mass transit a private endeavor (Jackson 1985). 

 Hayden (2003, 2004) stresses that the mass suburbanization of the post-war 

period was a tool to revive the national economy by placing a greater emphasis than 

existed before on creating a consumer culture. The individualized nature of suburban 

living meant that people would each buy items that used to be communal in nature such 
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as jungle gyms which now appeared in each home’s backyard instead of at the public 

playground (Jackson 1985, Oldenburg 1989). This growing trend toward hyper-

individual consumerism has consequences for community life. As Oldenburg (1989, p. 

214) stresses, “[e]arlier, shared forms of entertainment and diversion brought people 

together. They were good for community but not good for the economy. The worst 

student of arithmetic could understand that more money would be spent in a national 

where every household tries to own what a community once provided for all.” 

The consumer culture is a driving force behind the trend toward privatization in 

suburbia. Jackson (1985, p. 279) writes of “overequipped” houses and backyards which 

individualizes and privatizes social life to a greater degree than in the past. Americans do 

not spend much time in the public realm and thus value it less (Putnam 2000). Americans 

have cultivated a stratified society whereby those that can afford it are most comfortable 

in fortified residences and gated communities overseen by private entities that physically 

separate them from public areas replete with potentially dangerous strangers (McKenzie 

1994, Davis 1990, Grant and Mittelsteadt 2004, Marcuse 1997). Daily activities that had 

been public in nature increasingly occur within the sanitized environments of such private 

entities as the shopping mall (Bruegmann 2005, Crawford 1992; Oldenburg 1989). Frug 

(2006) posits that the almost complete reliance on the private automobile adds to the 

problem since people now have less contact with strangers during their daily activities. 

Critics of suburbia consider this trend toward privatized life a key factor in an overall 

decline of a concern for the welfare of others, a sense of community, and civic 

participation (see Jackson 1985, Putnam 2000, Goldston 1970, Oldenburg 1989). 
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Profit-motivated large-scale merchant builders. As Nicolaides and Wiese (2006) assert, 

the influence of the new breed of merchant builders that arose after WWII should not be 

underestimated. These developers were shrewd businessmen, and for that they need not 

be vilified. However, it certainly is the case that their concern with maximizing profit as 

opposed to creating livable and idyllic communities was a clear break from the priorities 

of earlier Garden City planning visionaries (Eichler and Kaplan 1967, Weiss 1987). The 

Levitt and Sons organization most famously exemplified the mentality of the large-scale 

merchant builders. Levittowns were built as homogeneous subdivisions because 

standardized housing was quicker and cheaper to build and easier to sell (Hayden 2003). 

William Levitt famously marketed and sold Levittown as a white-only residential 

community, claiming it would be more difficult for him to market a large subdivision if it 

were integrated (Jackson 1985). In this respect, the merchant builders’ practical reasons 

for promoting economically and racially homogeneous neighborhoods effectively created 

a reinforcing dialectic with the discriminatory policies of the FHA.  

 Though the Levitts were building what amounted to whole communities, they 

were not interested in a master plan and only focused on extras within their developments 

that would turn them a profit such as lucrative shopping centers (Hayden 2003, Gans 

1967). But infrastructure such as sewage and water lines were a drag on their profit 

margin. They cut corners on these parts of their projects as much as possible and handed 

responsibility for infrastructure maintenance over to local governments as soon as they 

could (Hayden 2003). Similarly, civic buildings were not emphasized since developers 

did not have an easy way to pass the costs of these structures onto buyers (Ewing 1997). 

Local governments had little control over the nature of the massive subdivisions being 
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built in their jurisdictions (Hayden 2003, Langdon 1994). Massive, standardized, single-

use residential subdivisions now dominate the suburban landscape in large part because 

they were the most profitable for the building industry. 

 The legacy of the merchant builder profit-first philosophy is evident in today’s 

suburban development dynamics. Grant and Mittelsteadt (2004) posit that the 

mushrooming of full-service private communities – such as retirement communities – can 

be attributed to the fact that these kinds of arrangements are more profitable for 

developers. Langdon (1994) sees that the layout of new communities in Florida is 

sometimes geared more toward attracting the attention of passersby on the highway (as 

potential new customers) than to maximizing livability for current residents. Lucy and 

Phillips (2000, p. 21) characterize our society as existing under “the tyranny of easy 

development decisions” as the legacy of the merchant builder development era continues 

to shape the way our suburbs grow.  

 
Local governmental patterns and priorities. A defining feature of suburbs is their fierce 

protection of local governmental control. Metropolitan regions therefore, especially in the 

Northeast and Midwest, are fragmented into sometimes hundreds of local governmental 

entities. In the initial stages of suburban expansion during the 19th century, cities would 

often annex new suburban areas which in effect would enlarge their jurisdictions 

substantially (Jackson 1985, Frug 2002, powell 2002). However, annexation waned by 

the early 20th century as suburbanites felt that local control would lead to better service 

provision and, more importantly, keep unwanted populations and associated problems 

outside of their boundaries (Frug 2002). In the South and West, annexation continued 
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well into the 20th century, and Frug (2002) argues that one reason for the continued 

viability of annexation in these areas is that ethnic, class, and racial differences between 

cities and their adjacent suburbs were minimal.  

 Local governments use the resources within their power to gain advantage and 

maintain their position, often at the expense of neighboring suburbs (Logan 1978, Logan 

and Schneider 1981). This idea, coined “the theory of consolidated advantages” (Collver 

and Semyonov 1979, p. 481), is a process fueled by political power and competition that 

leads to increasing inequalities and widening gaps between rich and poor communities 

(Logan, 1978; Collver and Semyonov 1979). Logan’s hypothesis contrasts with an earlier 

well-regarded theory of suburban persistence espoused by Farley (1964) who argued that 

suburban communities retain their socio-economic characteristics over time even through 

periods of rapid growth. Farley’s passive approach was possibly more accurate for an 

earlier phase of suburbia; Logan’s approach, on the other hand, sees suburban success as 

a more active and strategic process, one in which local governments are more conscious 

of responding to increased competition and changing global forces.  

Zoning is a powerful tool utilized by local governments to keep out unwanted 

populations and less desirable land uses (Danielson 1976, Downs 1989, Frug 2006, 

Kunstler 1993). Scholars lay blame directly on exclusionary policies of fragmented 

suburban governments for creating a “separate society” (Danielson 1976, p. 1) whereby 

minorities and the poor have unequal access to higher quality schools and other services 

that suburbanites enjoy (Danielson 1976, Frug 2006). Thus governmental fragmentation 

and local control of a tax base ensures that suburban communities of advantage have no 

financial responsibility for struggles in other jurisdictions (Adams et al. 2008, Frug 
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2006). Proponents of regionalism also point to the general inequity and inefficiency 

fostered by the suburban fragmented governmental structure as a main problem facing 

metropolitan regions (see Orfield 2002, Calthorpe and Fulton 2001, Downs 1994, Rusk 

1999, Adams et al. 2008).  

The fierceness with which suburbs protect their right to local control and the use 

by affluent suburbs of exclusionary practices to maintain their privileged position hardens 

the divisions between cities and suburbs. While in the era of annexation and distributive 

regional mobility it was not the case that suburban residents relinquished responsibility 

for urban problems, in the current incarnation of parasitic suburbanization it has become 

increasingly the case that suburbanites do flee urban areas to leave behind urban troubles 

(Beauregard 2006). Suburban scholars often condemn this abdication of responsibility as 

a moral failure (see Wood 1959, Jackson 1985, Beauregard 2006). 

 
Technological advancements that alleviated physical constraints. Technological 

advances throughout the 20th century helped shape our suburban form. Foremost among 

them was the prevalence of post-war automobile ownership, which changed our daily 

lives and culture in a myriad of ways. The automobile lifted the constraint on residents as 

well as industry and commerce of having to locate near mass transit (Bartelt et al. 1987). 

Coupled with the massive government investment in road building, the sprawling 

automobile-dependent suburban form burgeoned. With the automobile as the main mode 

of transportation, people could customize their travel patterns to an extent never before 

possible and live farther from the places they frequent. Commerce and industry were able 
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to decentralize more rapidly since workers, suppliers, and customers could now access 

remote locations more easily.  

 Computer technology has also made central locations less necessary than in 

earlier times. Computers and the internet allow people the opportunity to work from 

home or other remote locations. Thus, for many, living far from a central hub does not 

necessarily translate into cumbersome commutes. 

 

A Closer Look at Inner Ring Suburbs 

As suburbia sprawled outward during the 20th century, differences became clear 

between older, inner ring suburbs and the newer suburban developments on the 

metropolitan fringe. With the release of a seminal Brookings Institution report on first-

tier suburbs by Puentes and Warren (2006, p. 2) detailing the specific qualities of inner 

suburbs and declaring that they fall into a “policy blindspot,” inner ring suburbs have 

increasingly become separated out from other suburbs as distinguishable by certain 

characteristics. For example, inner suburbs are places that exhibit high rates of minority 

presence that belies the more stereotypical notion of privileged white suburbia (Puentes 

and Warren 2006; Price and Singer 2008). Yet along with this important attention, a new 

homogeneous narrative has emerged with respect to inner ring suburbs. Specifically, 

scholarship on inner suburbs often begins with the assumption that first tier suburbs are 

dominated by post-1950 tract development and are in decline (Kotkin 2001, see Hanlon 

2010, Lee and Leigh 2005). This homogeneous narrative of post-WWII inner ring decline 

masks the nuanced reality of a landscape marked by sharp differences in age of 

development as well as in decline and success trajectories. And as Vicino (2008, p. 480) 
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states, “a full understanding of the process of first-tier suburban differentiation is, 

however lacking.”  

Much variation can be seen in the fortunes of these places. For example, in 

Southeastern Pennsylvania which is part of the Philadelphia metropolitan area, the inner 

suburbs show a more varied pattern of suburb types nearby one another than do the area’s 

middle or outer rings which appear much more uniform by suburb type. (see Figure 2.3). 

These suburb type designations have been developed by researchers at the Metropolitan 

Philadelphia Indicators Project (MPIP) who used a host of variables to break the region’s 

communities into affluent suburbs, established towns, middle class suburbs, stable 

working communities, and urban centers. The affluent suburbs and established towns are 

the more well-off areas whereas the stable working communities and urban centers are 

generally the areas that would be considered in decline (MPIP 2012). The great degree of 

variation in the fortunes of nearby places in the inner suburbs deserves more attention.  

Inner ring suburbs have been shaped by unique histories, policy priorities, demographic 

differences, planning decisions, and place cultures. A better understanding of place 

dynamics in inner suburbs may help improve the outcomes of struggling areas. 



 41 

 

Furthermore, there exists a compelling argument for revitalizing inner suburbs as 

a path toward suburban sustainability. Scholars advocate greater redevelopment attention 

be focused on places with existing public transportation infrastructure such as inner 

suburbs (Burchell et al. 2005). Hudnut (2003) would argue that inner suburbs are already 

strategically-located regional nodes, “halfway to everywhere” in the ever-growing 

metropolitan maze. Puentes and Warren (2006) assert that first suburbs have a 

demographic mix attractive for the global post-industrial knowledge economy. Inner 

suburbs are the original traditional towns, the designs of which are gaining renewed 

appreciation (Lucy and Phillips 2000). These suburbs are built at relatively high densities 

and thus afford people a large measure of residential and destination accessibility, as well 

Figure 2.3. Map of Southeastern Pennsylvania Suburban Minor Civil Divisions by Suburb Type. The 
black circle represents an 8-mile buffer around the city of Philadelphia and generally marks the inner 
ring suburbs (within the buffer) from the outer suburbs (outside of the buffer). Suburb Typology 
developed by Temple University’s Metropolitan Philadelphia Indicators Project. 
 



 42 

as areas of mixed use  and walkability (Ewing 1997, Calthorpe and Fulton 2001, Hudnut 

2003). As the oldest suburbs, these places have long histories which contributes to their 

distinguishing texture, depth, complexity, and tendency to possess a strong sense of 

community (Kolb 2008). Furthermore, inner ring suburbs often have a sizable stock of 

pre-WWII housing, and these older housing styles are presently sought after and thus 

gaining in value (Lucy and Phillips 2000, Hanlon 2010).  

 

The Particular Nature of The American Suburbs 

The processes detailed above worked together to create a culture of a separatist, 

exclusionary, predominantly white middle-class ever-expanding suburbia surrounding a 

deteriorating, poor, predominantly minority urban core (powell 2002) and, notably but to 

a lesser extent, a declining but varied suburban inner ring. This particular metropolitan 

form is not one that is inherent to the notion of decentralization. Suburbanization looks 

different in other societies; it is often less segregated along racial and class lines as well 

as more compact (Danielson 1976, Jackson 1985).  

Yancey and Eriksen (1979) posit that suburban-type neighborhoods existed within 

the city limits before the era of mass suburbanization and that residents of these areas 

were among the earliest to abandon the city for the lure of the new suburbs. However, it 

remains unclear whether these early suburban transplants meant to flee urban woes or 

simply take advantage of the new and affordable housing opportunities. Beauregard 

(2006) offers that cities still carried importance for these early post-WWII suburbanites 

since many worked and had deep roots in urban areas. He talks of a strong sense of 

“bourgeois urbanity” (Beauregard 2006) that existed even through these early years until 
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parasitic suburbanization took hold. It is possible that the push from many directions 

toward segregated, homogeneous living environments afforded less opportunity for 

diverse interaction and over time fostered a dominant American culture based on the 

values of exclusionary suburbia.  

There is growing interest toward a regional approach to metropolitan 

development. Rappaport (2005) astutely observes that cities and their suburbs are 

inextricably tied to each other economically as well as through common resources such 

as public transportation, highways, and cultural venues. He finds that contrary to the 

notion that suburbs grow at the expense of cities, it is more accurate to conclude that over 

time “cities and their surrounding suburbs tended to grow or decline together as their 

metro areas prospered or struggled” (Rappaport 2005). Therefore, as metropolitan areas 

grapple with finding ways to prosper in a post-industrial global environment, attention to 

resilience in a region’s suburbs as well as its urban centers is prudent.  

 

2.2 Local and Regional Resilience 

As currently conceptualized in urban studies scholarship, resilience is a powerful 

term that captures the ability of complex place systems to utilize capacities of 

adaptability to persist amidst stress (Müller 2010; Pendall, Foster, and Cowell 2010; Pike, 

Dawley, and Tomaney 2010). The term has gained popularity in recent years leading 

some scholars to declare resilience as “the new catchword of our times” (Müller 2010, p. 

1). The emphasis on resilience of place is attractive for many reasons. Resilience has an 

inherently positive connotation with its emphasis on recovery and rejuvenation (Müller 

2010). Also, resilience is an ordinary state of affairs; bouncing back from a shock is a 
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common occurrence in nature (Foster 2007; Swanstrom 2008). As such, the term has 

been widely used in the discipline of psychology to explain the process of human 

recovery from a traumatic event such as the loss of a loved one (Swanstrom 2008; Pike, 

Dawley, and Tomaney 2010). Others are attracted to the term because of its flexibility as 

well as its usefulness in understanding strategies to cope with a growing sense of general 

uncertainty (Christopherson, Michie, and Tyler 2010: Müller 2010). 

 The term first surfaced in connection with place systems in a seminal article by 

Holling (1973) in which he explains the complex workings of ecological system 

rejuvenation after a disruptive event such as a forest fire. Holling (1973, p. 15) defines 

resilience as “a measure of the persistence of systems and of their ability to absorb 

change and disturbance and still maintain the same relationships between populations or 

state variables.” In his construct, the factor necessary for ecological resilience is, 

paradoxically, instability and vulnerability which allow for greater adaptability to deal 

with the compromised circumstance. The process of resilience that Holling describes 

does not return the forest back to exactly its old state but rather allows it to adapt to a new 

normal in which it can best function amidst the challenges of its new environmental 

reality (Swanstrom 2008; Bristow 2010; Chapple and Lester 2007). 

 Disaster studies present a popular early use of the term for “socioecosystems” 

(Swanstrom 2008, p. 6) that bridges Holling’s emphasis on the natural world with the 

understanding that human decisionmaking plays a key role in resilience outcomes (Foster 

2007). Natural shocks such as Hurricane Katrina that devastated New Orleans or man-

made shocks such as the terrorist attack of 9/11 that wreaked havoc on New York City 

become crucial case studies of the ways in which complex urban systems can or cannot 
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bounce back from a sudden shock. The focus on coping with hazards, also termed 

“engineering resilience” (Pike, Dawley, and Tomaney 2010; Swanstrom 2008), links 

resiliency with classical economics and its emphasis on returning to a single equilibrium 

(Pendall, Foster, and Cowell 2010). Here the emphasis is on how well the urban system 

can return to normal or pre-shock levels of functionality (Pendall, Foster, and Cowell 

2010). Often disaster resilience is measured in the form of preparation assessment and 

readiness and/or performance response and recovery (Foster 2007).  

 There is growing consensus, however, that the classical economics model of 

returning to a single equilibrium falls short in explaining resilience in the context of the 

myriad of challenges facing complex urban and regional systems that are at once 

structurally and socially formed (Lang 2010; Christopherson, Michie, and Tyler 2010). 

Scholarship on regional resilience favors a more evolutionary approach to understanding 

change and resilience which at least acknowledges the existence of multiple equilibria 

(see Pendell, Foster, and Cowell 2010) but may also negate the idea of steady states 

altogether in favor of explanations privileging continually changing complex adaptability 

(see Lang 2010). The important conceptual difference between the single equilibrium 

approach and the current, more nuanced thinking about regional resilience is the 

emphasis on adaptability and adjustment to continually changing conditions 

(Christopherson, Michie, and Tyler 2010; Müller 2010). The nature of the complex 

system framework encourages a holistic approach to solving problems as opposed to a 

series of isolated strategies which may lead to less resilience over time (Swanstrom 

2008). Thus with adaptability comes the ability “to effect and unfold multiple 

evolutionary trajectories, through loose and weak couplings between social agents in 
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place, that enhance the overall responsiveness of the system to unforeseen changes” 

(Pike, Dawley, and Tomaney 2010, p. 62).  

 The idea that resilience in regions is best conceptualized within the context of 

“complex adaptive systems analysis” (Pendall, Foster, and Cowell 2010, p. 72) has led to 

a broadening of the term to encapsulate shocks and disturbances more ingrained in the 

maturation process of places over time than external to it (Pendall, Foster, and Cowell 

2010). The idea of a chronic slow burn is espoused by Pendall, Foster, and Cowell (2007, 

2010) to articulate the concept of “slow moving challenges” -- such as 

deindustrialization, economic decline, demographic changes, aging infrastructure, urban 

sprawl -- that exert downward pressure on places (Pendall, Foster, and Cowell 2010, p. 

81).  In a chronic slow burn scenario each challenge may be small, but as the effects of 

each element accumulate, the overall effect can be significant (Foster 2007).  As 21st 

century dynamics prove increasingly high-stakes, fast-moving and ever-changing, 

resilience capacity becomes central to all metropolitan regions as they seek ways to 

renew, reorganize, and thrive in the face of continual challenges (Swanstrom 2008; Folke 

2006).    

 Understandings of resilience generally through the complex adaptive systems 

model and specifically in the context of slow burns connect to concepts in evolutionary 

economic geography (Pike, Dawley, and Tomaney 2010; Christopherson, Michie, and 

Tyler 2010). A main point of connection is the idea of path dependency by which places 

have a tendency to solidify certain economic, governing, development, environmental, or 

any number of other strategies to the point of rigidity (Röhring and Gailing 2010; 

Swanstrom 2008). “Lock-in” occurs when feedback from a given path proves so 
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successful over time that the strategy becomes ingrained into the system and 

policymakers cease to consider alternatives (Röhring and Gailing 2010). Furthermore, as 

a certain path becomes more ingrained in the system, choosing an alternative path 

becomes more costly (Chapple and Lester 2007). It is this rigid path dependence that 

leaves the place more vulnerable to the downward pressures associated with changing 

conditions (Swanstrom 2008; Röhring and Gailing 2010; Pendall, Foster, and Cowell 

2010). Increased resilience comes with the quality of adaptability through which a known 

path is rejected in favor of the potential benefits of a lesser known one (Pike, Dawley, 

and Tomaney 2010). This idea harkens back to Hollings’ (1973) explanation of resilience 

in natural systems whereby the highest resilience capacity exists in the more vulnerable 

places with the greatest ability to adapt quickly.  

Paradoxically, then, places that have locked into a development path that was 

successful in an earlier era, may prove more vulnerable as conditions evolve. Kotkin  

(2001) illustrates this point when he asserts that manufacturing suburbs with a working 

class population may have a difficult time with revitalization as regional 

deindustrialization forces them to reorganize away from their entrenched roots (see also 

Schwarz 2007, Nicolaides and Wiese 2006, Williamson 2010). Regional and subregional 

fortunes are inextricably linked with the unique characteristics of place since 

“evolutionary analysis emphasizes the path-dependent unfolding of trajectories of 

change, shaped by historically inherited formal and informal institutions, whereby 

economic geographies are marked by diversity and variety” (Pike, Dawley, and Tomaney 

2010, p. 62).  
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Figure 2.4. The Resilience Capacity Index, developed by the Regional Institute of the State 
University of New York at Buffalo and espoused by the Building Resilient Regions project of the 
University of California at Berkeley. Accessed at: http://brr.berkeley.edu/rci/ 

 Also, arising from the nature of socioecosystems as complex, it is important to 

consider the more subtle dimensions of place competence – including the oft-neglected 

social dimension -- in assessing regional resilience (Röhring and Gailing 2010; Lang 

2010). As a socially constructed system, a region needs to develop strength of connection 

in the form of social capital as well as flexibility in its social fabric (Schmidt 2010). 

Neighborhoods with a healthy stock of neighborhood social capital have been shown to 

fare better in the face of natural disaster shocks than similar neighborhoods with fewer 

neighbor ties (see Calthorpe and Fulton 2001; Klinenberg 2002). 

 

 

 

 Research models developed using the framework of resilience in complex 

adaptive systems identify key elements of the process and help to illustrate possible 

outcome trajectories. The Resiliency Capacity Index, developed by Foster and espoused 
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by the Building Resilient Regions project of the University of California at Berkeley, 

identifies three main components on which to assess a region’s resiliency capacity: 

economic, socio-demographic, and community connectivity (see Figure 2.4, also see 

UCB 2012).  In other work, Foster (2007, see pp. 16-17) builds on the language of 

preparation and performance resilience to chart four types of regional resilience 

applicable to both sudden shocks and slow burn challenges. She labels the strongest 

outcome as “Intentional Resilience” characterized by concerted efforts undertaken by 

policymakers on both the preparation and performance fronts. “Ephemeral Resilience” 

denotes the outcomes of lucky, well endowed regions that perform well in spite of little 

or no preparation but whose inattention places in jeopardy the sustainability of good 

outcomes. “Ineffectual Resilience” arises in regions that prepare extensively, but whose 

strategies fall short in producing the desired results. Finally, regions exhibiting poor 

outcomes through “Neglectful Resilience” ignore both preparation and performance. 

 Chapple and Lester (2007) consider trajectories over time in certain measures to 

evaluate a region’s resilience. If a region begins below the average on a certain measure 

and ends above the average, that region is considered as “Transformative” meaning that 

the researchers have witnessed a true adaptability and positive change. Regions that begin 

and end with measures above average are considered to be “Thriving.” Regions that 

begin above average but fall to below average have entered a stage of “Faltering.” And 

regions that begin and end below average are considered “Stagnant.” This typology of 

regional resilience is useful in capturing the effects of slow burn challenges which 

accumulate slowly over time and thus may likely appear as a gradual change in 

trajectory. 
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 Although the two terms are viewed as serving different purposes, there is a small 

but notable link in the literature between regional resiliency and regional sustainability. 

Regional sustainability is generally defined as the capacity to meet the complex needs of 

the current community without undermining the capacity of communities of the future to 

do the same (Pierce, Budd, and Lovrich, Jr. 2011). Attempts at sustainable development 

often produce suboptimal results leading some in the field to reach for new ways of 

approaching sustainability by harnassing key resilience concepts such as adaptability, 

flexibility, and innovative thinking in the face of shocks and disturbances (Folke 2006; 

see Monaghan 2012). White (2010) documents how persistent, forward-thinking leaders 

helped strengthen momentum for sustainability as the cornerstone for rebuilding efforts 

as a Kansas town strategizes to bounce back after a devastating tornado. More generally, 

Pierce, Budd, and Lovrich, Jr. (2011) argue that areas exhibiting higher levels of 

resilience and also possessing a more community-minded political culture encourage the 

development of a regional sustainability agenda. 

 

2.2.1 Conceptualizing Resilience at The Local Level 

While resilience theory at the regional level is burgeoning, less attention is given 

to understanding resilience at the local level. Through a close reading of the literature, 

however, some key points emerge. Change and adaptability can occur more rapidly at 

smaller scales (Swanstrom 2008). But the dynamics of resilience manifest differently at 

the subregional level. Often localities find themselves competing for scarce resources. At 

the subregional level, a manifestation of the slow burn that affects localities differently is 

that flows of investment have simultaneous disparate impacts; heavy investment in one 
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neighborhood can translate into disinvestment in others (Christopherson, Michie, and 

Tyler 2010). In this way, the slow burn can be a force working against regional unity as 

resources and population concentrate in certain favored places (Pendall, Foster, and 

Cowell 2007; Pike, Dawley, and Tomaney 2010).  Thus local resilience is often 

conceptualized as a zero-sum game with winners and losers (Müller 2010; Pike, Dawley, 

and Tomaney 2010). Resiliency in the form of continual reinvention becomes the key to 

not falling behind (Swanstrom 2008).  

Resource differences can have an especially damaging or rewarding effect on 

resilience in a fragmented suburban landscape. Suburbs have limited ways to raise funds 

– mainly through the taxation of residents and commercial establishments – and 

substantial differences exist in the fiscal resources available in different communities. 

The limited resources available to some already impoverished inner suburban 

governments will likely impede their efforts to improve their communities (Lucy and 

Phillips 2000), while governments in thriving suburbs which already enjoy a higher tax 

base per capita may find it easier to build on their fortunes. This spiraling dynamic can 

account for the growing inequality of suburbs whereby wealthy suburban governments 

strategically utilize their resources to establish and retain positions of advantage at the 

expense of less resourceful communities (Logan 1978). Furthermore, governments make 

choices with the funds available to them, and differing funding priorities may play a role 

in the disparate trajectories of otherwise seemingly similar communities. 

In the discussion of local resilience, the ideas of variation and unevenness appear 

to be more salient than at the regional level. Unevenness in the fortunes of local places 

influences the ability to agree on regional strategies for growth (Foster 2007). Diverse 
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economies are linked to higher local resilience (Bristow 2010); since much variation 

exists in the diversity of local economies within regions, this dynamic can intensify 

overall differences in local fortunes (Bristow 2010). Variation in the strength of networks 

and other local characteristics can leave some local places more vulnerable than others 

(Kilper and Thurmann 2010). The idea of feedback loops arises frequently in discussions 

of local as well as regional resilience as the mechanism for a certain outcome to build on 

itself in a cycle of cumulative causation (Swanstrom 2008). In this way, local places tend 

to thrive with a spiral upward or decline with a spiral downward, and levels of 

unevenness can grow over time to create alarming levels of inequality within regions.  

Variation in resilience capacity that exists at the local level often undergoes 

smoothing at the region level to the point where is becomes invisible. Yet the overall 

resilience capacity of a region is in large part a reflection of resilience at these smaller 

scales. Research often overlooks the important dynamics operating at the local level that 

accumulate to influence a metropolitan region. High levels of within-region inequality 

have been shown to be associated with slower rates of regional growth (Adams et al. 

2008). If resilience is key to how regions face future challenges, and regional resilience 

can be negatively affected by high levels of subregional resilience variation, then it is 

important to investigate processes that may influence positively the resilience capacity of 

vulnerable localities. As such, the discussion now turns to community institutions and 

neighborhood social capital as resources that may possibly interact as such a mechanism. 
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2.3 Community Life Through Community Institutions  

and Neighborhood Social Capital 

Community life is part of the “soft architecture” of place (Corcoran 2002, p. 52). 

As such it is difficult to both assess its importance to place quality and to identify the 

processes that encourage it. Places imbued with vibrant community life and strong social 

networks have been shown to follow more positive trajectories through time than similar 

places with little in the way of community interaction (see Molotch, Freudenburg, and 

Paulsen 2000). In suburban areas where casual interaction on street corners is minimal, 

the ability to create community life through community institutions or third places gains 

importance. In this section I outline the important concepts and processes associated with 

community life with a focus on community institutions and neighborhood social capital.  

 

2.3.1 Community Life through Community Institutions 

In much scholarly work on suburban place quality, community life is considered 

lacking. Social theorists assail the suburban lifestyle as one that lessens everyday human 

interaction and undermines the cultivation of important social capital networks. Goldston 

(1970) sees suburbia as a state of mind by which people actively choose to retreat from 

the complications and uncertainties of civic life. Suburban areas are characterized as 

spiritless cavities of isolation (Popenoe, 1994). Family relationships are actually 

sabotaged by the intense focus on family togetherness and the concurrent deficiency of 

public space outlets (Miller, 1995). Jackson (1985) chronicles America’s transformation 

into an automobile-centered suburban society and the lack of social interaction that this 
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drive-thru culture promotes. Putnam (2000) recounts the erosion of civic engagement and 

healthy face-to-face social interaction as our American societal form evolves.  

 The idea that suburbia saps community engagement is not universally accepted, 

however. In his acclaimed work chronicling life in suburban Levittown, New Jersey, 

Gans (1967) witnessed a healthy dose of both social and civic group participation. The 

community that Gans witnessed was teeming with vitality and actively engaged 

community life; part of its success on these fronts was attributed to the diversity of 

people attracted to the suburb (Murphy 2007). Glaeser and Gottlieb (2006) show that 

suburban sprawl is associated with higher levels of social capital and civic engagement 

than central cities, and they suggest that Putnam may have actually had it backwards – 

sprawl is shown to somewhat offset the decline of civic engagement that pervades our 

society. 

The notion that community life is either deficient in or unimportant to suburbia is 

also countered by a group of scholars who focus on the nexus of vibrant community life, 

people, and place. Community involvement has been shown to impact on community 

pride and quality of life to a greater degree than the often-cited element of local 

recreational offerings (Baker and Palmer 2006). Community engagement is critical for a 

locality to run efficiently without overburdening its elected officials (Etzioni 1993). The 

cornerstone of the American Communities Movement is the connection between civic 

participation and the pursuit of comprehensive healthy communities (Norris 2001). 

Garvin (1996, p. 286) posits that the purpose of public parks should not be solely for 

recreation but for the kind of community interaction that creates “interdependent 

neighborhoods.” As such, parks should be strategically promoted as a tool to “stimulate 
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second growth and reshape the character of surrounding areas” (Garvin 1996, p. 53). In a 

2008 study of social cohesion in distressed neighborhoods, Van Bergeijk et al. (2008) 

conclude that frequenting neighborhood facilities is significantly associated with 

residents’ local social networking capacity and moderately associated with their sense of 

social belonging. Another line of research relates community involvement to migration 

behavior and finds that positive views of neighborhood as well as participation in civic 

life enrich one’s satisfaction with a place so as to lessen the intention to leave (Lee et al. 

1994; Stinner et al. 1992).  

 Scholarship is mixed concerning the possible benefits of community life when 

explaining suburban decline or offering strategies for renewal. When specifying the 

variables that contribute to diminishing suburban satisfaction, Baldassare (1992) points to 

sprawl, industrialization, growth in population, and traffic congestion. Likewise, 

strategies to revitalize failing inner ring suburbs focus on aging infrastructure, affordable 

housing, smart growth, and industrial redevelopment (see Hanlon 2010). In contrast, 

Lucy and Phillips (1995) begin by asserting that an aging housing stock and a lag in 

private investment are key factors in suburban decline, however they astutely point to a 

vibrant pedestrian life as a component of suburban success. A focus on community 

engagement in this way is closely tied to the concepts of ‘sense of community’ and ‘place 

attachment’ which have been touted as important to strengthening suburban areas (Lucy 

and Phillips 1995) and will be discussed below as a mechanism that fosters neighborhood 

social capital.  
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The Changing Role of Community Life in A Networked Society 

Traditional definitions of community as being rooted in place-based associations 

are increasingly becoming challenged as we catapult into the information age and 

network society. Community is no longer conceived as a spatial phenomenon but more as 

a social one (Wellman 2005). Mobile communication technologies essentially “shifts 

community ties from linking people-in-places to linking people wherever they are” 

(Wellman 2005, p. 55) and, as a result, place-based relationships are de-emphasized. 

People no longer rely on place to build and maintain close emotional bonds. In this way 

modernity – with its increased sense of mobility and ease of nurturing long-distance 

relationships – seems to undermine the aforementioned benefits of place-based 

community involvement.  

 Yet Wellman (1996) finds that place still matters within people’s networking 

patterns. In a 1996 study that looked at contact patterns of a person’s active network, 

Wellman found that people had more frequent contact (phone calls or face-to-face 

meetings) with those living within one mile of them. He concludes that even though 

“most contacts are outside the neighborhood, local ties are important sources of people’s 

routine interactions” (Wellman 1996, p. 351). Corcoran (2002, p. 52) offers that “much of 

human experience does not transcend but rather continues to be bound by time and space 

constraints,” and thus places become nodes of vital associations that shape community 

identity and place attachment. Overlooking the intangible qualities of a place – its sense 

of community, civicness, social networks embedded in its geography, and its general 

ambience – is short-sighted and detrimental to the future of a healthy community 

(Corcoran 2002). Thus community life is essential to the future of our suburbs yet it 
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serves a more particular purpose than it has historically. It is a concept that must be 

carefully articulated and creatively reimagined if it is to be useful as a strategy for 

strengthening and revitalizing communities in our globally-connected 21st century 

society.  

 

Increasing Community Connectivity through Community Institutions 

The importance of place community and associated community life must be 

synthesized and redefined in flexible ways as the spaces of community evolve alongside 

societal changes (Clapson, 2003). Therefore, the challenge for localities seeking to create 

and maintain community vitality is to encourage the kind of space for interaction that 

fosters community engagement and connection to place (Dudley 2013). Jacobs (1992) 

continually asserts that cities must be designed to encourage frequent, casual contact as 

the core element in functional and thriving urban settings: 

The sum of such casual, public contact at a local level – most of it 
fortuitous, most of it associated with errands, all of it metered by the 
person concerned and not thrust upon him by anyone – is a feeling for the 
public identity of people, a web of public respect and trust, and a resource 
in time of personal or neighborhood need (Jacobs 1992, p. 56). 

 
Thus the casual nature of day-to-day neighborhood interactions helps build a strong sense 

of place-based community. Redundancy of contact is essential for “creating the virtuous 

circles of human connectivity,” the positive effects of which can spillover in a multitude 

of ways (Putnam and Feldstein 2003, p. 270).  

In the suburban context where sidewalk encounters are less frequent, residents 

rely on so-called ‘third-places’ to realize the interactions that promote community vitality 

(Oldenburg 1989). These third places are seen as neutral territory, safe havens for a 
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diverse group of people to congregate and interact, ones that place little demand on them 

(Putnam and Feldstein 2003). Etzioni (1993) contends that community institutions are 

anchors around which communities coalesce. Meaningful connection to public life can be 

achieved through active participation in community institutions such as libraries, schools, 

and civic associations, as well as community-sponsored events, such as an annual Fourth 

of July parade (Etzioni 1993; Dudley 2013). There is a slight, but important difference in 

the perspectives of Oldenburg and Etzioni on the kinds of public spaces that foster 

community and civic connection. While Oldenburg includes coffee shops. general stores, 

and other commodity-focused establishments in his working definition, Etzioni stresses 

the purer form of public service-oriented institutions. And yet another sphere of 

institutions through which residents seek community is membership-based and includes 

religious places of worship as well as issue-oriented voluntary associations (Marcello and 

Perrucci 2009).  

While a number of scholars have developed typologies of different neighborhood 

scales/types and measured their association with community interaction (see Kusenbach 

2008; Warren 1978; Greer 1960; Gottdiener 1994), there is a lack of explicit explanation 

and differentiation of how institutions foster community vitality. Cursory attention is paid 

to categorizing institutional associations; for instance, Gans (1967) distinguishes between 

the intended nature of memberships that further family/personal needs and the unintended 

associations that connect one with broader civic community interests.  

In order to understand how various kinds of institutions and public spaces may be 

effective as a catalyst for casual interaction, community involvement, civic community 
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connection, and place attachment, I offer the following typology for their relevance in the 

suburban context: 

1. Coffee Shops, General Stores and other Commodity-focused Establishments: As 

private entities focused on the selling of goods/services to a clientele, these 

entities have limited use as vehicles to foster community involvement and place 

attachment. A critical mass of such useful third places can boost the area’s worth 

as one with an abundance of sought-after amenities. These kinds of gathering 

places foster casual interaction and can be used as meeting spaces for public-

oriented organizing. But the attachments that are nurtured in these consumer-

oriented establishments primarily are personal and social in nature and do not, on 

the whole, create a greater sense of civic connection. 

2. Membership-based religious places of worship and issue-oriented voluntary 

associations: Inherent in these types of groups is an element of inclusion and 

exclusion. One is eligible for membership/participation because of religious 

affiliation or topic interest; access is not open to everyone equally in the 

community and/or is dependent upon paying dues. The main focus is to fulfill the 

needs of the interest group and as such there can be a tendency by members 

towards self-absorption and away from civic responsibility (Marcello and 

Perrucci 2009). Strong social bonds are often formed in this sphere. While these 

types of organizations are not community institutions that serve a public purpose, 

they are institutions that are housed in the community and as such often elicit 

strong feelings from their memberships of place attachment by geographic 

association. Episodic civic engagement can occur within this framework through 
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a conscious effort by the group constituency to engage in this way (Marcello and 

Perrucci 2009). The intentional bonds formed through membership-based 

associations can be reinforced with casual interaction in the other more civic 

arenas described in bullets 3-7. 

3. Public Schools: Schools are an important community institution and have been 

touted as a mainstay of suburban municipalities. There is no doubt that public 

schools elicit a strong sense of community feeling, and parent participation in 

school activities is worthy of being labeled as community involvement. But 

schools by definition contain an element of inclusion and exclusion. The casual 

contact that ensues is only among parents with children of a similar age who 

choose to send them to the neighborhood school. And one’s association with the 

school is only temporary while one’s child attends the school; upon graduation, 

the relationship between the parent and the school community ceases suddenly. 

Thus for many residents, community life and place attachment through the public 

schools is simply not relevant; in most cases it serves as an acute form of 

community connection for a period of time and then suddenly stops being 

relevant. However, as with membership-based groups, strong life-long social 

connections often form through public school ties. And schools often provide an 

organic pyramid-shaped organizational structure from which to grow from a 

neighborhood-centered place attachment to a township-wide sense of community. 

As a child progresses from the neighborhood-based elementary school to the 

township-wide high school, a parent’s connectivity widens accordingly to more 

naturally encompass township-wide concerns. Furthermore, schools often double 
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as spaces of refuge during natural disasters and as gathering places for community 

meetings (Etzioni 1993). Since public schools are publicly-funded through 

taxpayer dollars, managed by township entities and are so closely aligned with the 

municipality, the casual interactions, strong social bonds, and opportunities for 

active engagement (through Parent/Teacher Associations, etc.) afforded through 

the public school setting can be considered ones that foster community 

connection. 

4. Public libraries: Libraries have the potential of acting as a particularly cogent 

community-oriented third-place. Public libraries were historically conceived as 

places to foster public connection (Leckie 2004; Senville 2009). As a potential 

anchor for communities, the public library draws strength from the fact that since 

it is funded through taxpayer dollars every resident essentially owns it, and its 

culture of inclusivity means that every resident can reap ongoing use and value 

from it (Senville 2009). Leckie (2004) argues for reimagining twenty-first century 

libraries as true public gathering places and the life of the community. 

Community libraries are becoming multipurpose institutions offering musical 

performances, seminars, links and access to the latest network technology, and 

other programming that branches out from their historic use as book repositories 

(Senville, 2009). Putnam and Feldstein (2003, p. 34) state that Chicago’s then 

Mayor Richard M. Daley believed that a major goal of the city’s new libraries 

was to better communities and they summarize the reimagined Chicago public 

library as “The Heartbeat of the Community” as follows: 
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“the new neighborhood library functions as a kind of community 
center, a place where people get to know one another, where 
communities find themselves. The book discussions, readings, and 
classes, the homework help after school, the nods and hellos 
people exchange when they see each other at the library for the 
second or fifth or twentieth time, the librarians greeting people by 
name, and even the artwork that reflects the talents and interests of 
the neighborhood all contribute to the connections that bind people 
in community.” (Putnam and Feldstein 2003, p. 49) 
 

While deep social bonds may not form from the casual encounters that dominate 

the interaction in libraries, these chance meetings reinforce the web of community 

that exists in an engaged environment (Etzioni 1993; Putnam and Feldstein 2003; 

Walljasper 2010; Dudley 2013). For example, one might run into a friend from 

church at the library and subsequently internalize that the two share not only a 

religious commonality, but a neighborhood and greater civic interest as well. For 

all of these reasons, a public library can act as a strategic node of community 

building and place attachment, and quite possibly become “the hub of the 

community” (Senville 2009, p. 102). 

5. Community Events/Festivals such as Fourth of July Parades, Heritage 

Celebrations, and Block Parties: These community celebrations take many forms, 

but all culminate in a crowd-pleasing, fun opportunity to realize community 

vitality. Since most are funded through a township’s parks and recreation budget, 

they are part of the fabric of the community. These events take a great deal of 

organizing and, as such, are a source for strengthening community involvement 

and creating strong social bonds among those engaged in the preparations (Etzioni 

1993). Even though these events are episodic in nature, they are often the source 

for strong feelings of civic connection and place attachment for residents. 
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6. Public Gathering Places such as Neighborhood Parks/Playgrounds, Public 

Squares, Township Swimming Pools, and Dog Parks: These areas are maintained 

by the township/municipality through taxpayer dollars, and with the exception of 

the township pools which charge a fee for use, all are usually free for residents. 

These areas are often considered important recreational amenities, but less 

attention is focused on their role as public spaces that promote community 

vitality, community connectivity, and place attachment (Walljasper 2010). 

However, if promoted and maintained properly, open space natural environments 

can work to build a deep sense of community (see Dolesh, et al. 2006 for analysis 

of community parks; see Wood et al. 2007 and Kusenbach, 2008 for discussions 

of the communal benefits of dog walking/dog parks; see Garvin 1996). Grasmuck 

(2005) documents how a longstanding neighborhood youth baseball organization 

helps coalesce a diverse and gentrifying urban neighborhood as its residents 

interact and break through social barriers while logging time on the baseball 

fields. Furthermore, proximity to community parks has been shown to increase 

property values (Dolesh et al. 2006). In short,  “Park and recreation areas are 

economic engines that improve the quality of life and make communities livable 

and desirable for businesses and homeowners” (Dolesh et al. 2006, p. 14). 

7. Civic Associations: These neighborhood-based groups have historically served as 

an important vehicle for civic participation. They work to preserve and enhance 

the quality of the neighborhood and often serve as a unified voice on issues of 

concern to the larger municipal government. Their distinct civic focus separates 

them from the voluntary associations of a more personal nature described above 
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in bullet 2. The nature of interaction through civic associations mainly takes the 

form of small organized meetings and events, and their shoestring budgets are 

funded by voluntary dues from homeowners in their assigned catchment areas. As 

such they face roadblocks in generating the critical mass necessary to effect 

community vitality through frequent casual interaction. They serve as an 

important mechanism for neighborhood collective efficacy and organizing to 

advocate neighborhood grievances to higher levels of local government. However 

engagement through civic associations is certainly an important way that some 

residents connect to the wider community, and these groups should be valued for 

their contribution to the enhancement of community life. 

 

2.3.2 Neighborhood Social Capital 

Community is an enigma. It is highly sought after, yet the mechanisms by which 

an entity transforms from merely one that exists into one that displays qualities of 

community are difficult to understand let alone realize. Community can be defined most 

fundamentally by its essential elements: group, common interests and/or circumstances, 

and interaction (see American Heritage Dictionary 2000, Warren 1972). When 

considering the processes involved in moving from ‘entity’ to ‘community,’ it is useful to 

consider the idea of neighborhood social capital. Neighborhood social capital can be 

understood generally as a benefit embedded in the dynamics of group-level relations in a 

way analogous to how social capital is embedded in the dynamics of individual-level 

relations (see Granovetter 1985). 
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 Different forms of community necessitate the nurturing and mobilization of 

different aspects of neighborhood social capital. The focus of this dissertation is on the 

specific form of community associated with place. When studying place communities, 

consideration must be given not only to social dynamics but also to the host of structural 

elements that may play a role in the socio-spatial dialectic that generates place-oriented 

neighborhood social capital (Janowitz 1952, Sampson and Graif 2009, Temkin and Rohe 

1998). Furthermore, to fully understand the phenomenon of place-oriented neighborhood 

social capital, it is important to consider the mechanisms at play that may help build a 

stock of resource potential in places (Rivlin 1987). 

Oldenburg (1989) relates that communities endowed with high levels of 

neighborhood social capital relieve their members of many of the burdens that a private-

oriented society unnecessarily refocuses onto individuals. Coleman (1988) agrees that the 

benefits of communal forms of social capital go beyond any individual, as reflected in 

examples like lower-than-normal dropout rates for children attending Catholic schools. 

He attributes this phenomenon to a closed relational social structure whereby a tight-knit 

community in essence looks out for each other’s children and thus creates the conditions 

that facilitate this shared benefit (Coleman 1988). McKnight and Block (2010, p. 73) 

articulate this kind of mechanism as the “invisible structure of community properties.”  

 Different elements of social capital -- such as bonding or strong, bridging or 

weak, and linking – are applicable at the community level. Bonding social capital, 

characterized by strong social ties, generally strengthens the already close relationships 

between relatives and close friends (Putnam 2000, Granovetter 1973 and 1983). Bridging 

social capital, characterized by weak social ties, brings people in contact with others 
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outside of their set of close-knit relationships and thus can potentially open pathways to 

new information and opportunities (Putnam 2000, Granovetter 1973 and 1983). Evans 

and Syrett (2007) see that bonding and bridging social capital work at the community 

level in a similar way. Bonding community capital thus works to strengthen the internal 

fabric of the community, and bridging community capital works to open lines of 

communication and shared interests between communities. Linking social capital takes 

into account vertical hierarchies and power structures and is a way for both individuals 

and groups to leverage resources to higher levels (Evans and Syrett 2007). Bridging and 

linking neighborhood social capital may combine; the Greater Cleveland’s First Suburbs 

Consortium is a good example of this kind of collaboration whereby inner suburb 

municipalities are reaching out to each other to improve their conditions and lobby at the 

state level for support (Keating and Bier 2008). 

 

Neighborhood Social Capital in Relation to Collective Efficacy  

It is important to understand the difference between neighborhood social capital 

and collective efficacy as the two are closely related. Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 

(1997) define collective efficacy as having two parts; the first part is a level of 

neighborhood social connection that leads to the second part being group mobilization 

toward a common end. Thus collective efficacy has an episodic quality. It can be 

understood as a “moment” of community (Harvey 1997, p. 233). Neighborhood social 

capital however, can be considered more of a long-term resource stock (McKnight and 

Block 2010, Sampson and Graif 2009, Temkin and Rohe 1998, Putnam 1993). A healthy 
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stock of neighborhood social capital will facilitate collective efficacy, but the collective 

efficacy itself is more episodic in nature.  

Collective efficacy measures do not always align with neighborhood social capital 

ones. Sampson and Graif (2009) show that collective efficacy associates negatively with 

leadership-based social capital which is a common mechanism posited to help build 

neighborhood social capital as will be discussed below. Hunter and Suttles (1972) point 

out that the vertical nature of political systems leads communities to focus more on 

collective efficacy than building neighborhood social capital since communities regularly 

need to approach higher levels of power structures in order to secure resources. 

 

Mechanisms that Foster Neighborhood Social Capital  Figure 2.5. The Intersection of People and Place in the Formation of Neighborhood Social Capital. 
Developed by Suzanne Lashner Dayanim, 2013. 
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Neighborhood social capital lies in the intersection of individual agency and state 

and market institutions (see Figure 2.5). The kinds of interconnections that often arise 

from these intersections are (1) collective efficacy, (2) a web of relations built and 

reinforced over time, and (3) civic events (Sampson et al., 2005) and activists nurtured 

and sparked by various catalysts. Scholars point frequently to a number of mechanisms 

that foster place community capital. Below is a summary of these oft-cited catalysts. 

 
Sense of Community and Place Attachment. Sense of community can be defined as “the 

relationship between the individual and the social structure” of a place (Chavis and 

Wandersman 1990, p. 56). As a person builds familiarity and relationships with others in 

the area, this growing sense of community acts as a catalyst for increased involvement in 

civic affairs by facilitating relationships and nurturing in people a sense of their ability to 

influence matters of local concern (Chavis and Wandersman 1990). Active public 

affiliation and the adoption of community identities and local loyalties often stem from 

strong feelings of emotional community attachment (Hummon 1992). 

The process of identifying closely with a certain place is the driving force behind 

the idea of place attachment. Low and Altman (1992, p. 4) refer to place attachment as 

the process of “people-place bonding,” whereby a certain physical place becomes central 

to one’s emotional fabric. Place attachment grows from memories of past experiences, 

shared histories, and an appreciation of place that becomes an extension of self identity 

(Corcoran 2002, Tuan 1980). Involvement in local community affairs and associations is 

crucial as an “integrating mechanism” (Corcoran 2002, p. 51) attaching people to their 

local environment. Scholars caution against putting too much emphasis on the physical 
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environment; more often the physical place is the setting for important life experiences 

which are the true source of the feelings of attachment (see Low and Altman 1992, 

Hummon 1992). Payton et al. (2005) find that place attachment fosters trust relationships 

that encourage civic action. And Temkin and Rohe (1998) identify attachment to 

neighborhood and sense of community as key components of a place’s socio-cultural 

milieu. Hunter (1979) sees that place attachment often influences people’s decisions in 

ways that seem counter to their best interests. For example, a person might turn down an 

otherwise desirable job offer if it means that he would have to move out of the area. 

 
Social Networks. Much of the social network literature as a mechanism for sparking 

neighborhood social capital is closely tied to individual level social capital which has 

been explained earlier in this section. But the study of social networks itself warrants 

some attention here. When studying the effects of social networks on neighborhood 

social capital, scholars consider different aspects of social networks including the number 

of ties, the strength of the ties, the structure of the social network, and the salience of the 

ties (Corcoran, Gray, and Peillon 2010). Fischer (1977) asserts that strong neighborhood 

organization can be found in places with an abundance of social networks even when an 

institutional base is absent. Woolcock (2001) agrees that social networks should be 

viewed as an asset in disadvantaged communities. Grannis (2009) posits that many 

neighborhood social networks stem from passive, unintentional encounters that help build 

a base for place community connections. Hipp and Perrin (2006) show that neighborhood 

networks are a prime determinant affecting neighborhood cohesion.  

It must be noted that social networks do not always lead to positive outcomes. In 
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disadvantaged neighborhoods, where resources are limited and free time often scarce, the 

commitment necessary to maintain social networks may be challenging (Curley 2009). 

Curley (2009) finds that women in public housing often describe “draining” relationships 

in which they are asked to constantly give to others without reciprocation. 

 
Frequent Casual Contact. The logic behind frequent casual interaction as a mechanism 

that encourages neighborhood social capital was outlined above when the idea of linking 

community connectivity to community institutions was introduced. It is important to note 

that a higher number of interactions may work to strengthen the effect of casual contact. 

In the case of community institutions, this idea would manifest as higher usage rates at 

parks and recreation facilities or higher circulation rates per capita at public libraries. In 

that vein, Rivlin (1987) offers that the key is the repeated, maybe even habitual, nature of 

local activity that turns it from an anonymous chore into a powerful source of connection 

to place. 

 
 Local Economy. The local economy can nurture neighborhood social capital in 

interesting ways. Oldenburg (1989) posits that a publicly-oriented social proclivity is an 

essential component of vibrant community life. Local bars and coffee shops are the kinds 

of third places that can act as important “core settings of informal public life” (Oldenburg 

1989, p. 15). Main Streets, which often accommodate a good number of locally-owned 

establishments, also act as public places that encourage community interaction, and they 

are gaining new life as such (Oldenburg 1989, Moe and Wilkie 1997). Frequenting local 

markets and other establishments cements one’s attachment to the environment (Rivlin 

1987). The shopkeepers of these places are often underappreciated, but Rivlin (1987) 
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contends that they serve an important role and should be reconsidered as integral 

community partners. 

 
Formal Organizations. Many scholars identify formal organizations as a key catalyst in 

creating and nurturing neighborhood social capital. The U.S. has a strong history dating 

back to colonial times of approaching problems by forming formal voluntary institutions 

(Warner 1968). Shared institutions are a sign of a shared way of life (Warren 1972). 

Formal organizations help integrate newcomers into local community life (Litwak 1961). 

Milofsky (2008) proposes that communities exist only through the effects of 

organizations and the organizational life that they engender. Sampson et al. (2005) posit 

that differences in the density of a community’s organizational network account for the 

unevenness in community activity across urban space. Some scholars focus on certain 

kinds of organizations, such as colleges and universities (Ferman 2006) and the 

community press (Janowitz 1952, Joyner 2011), as particularly effective in nurturing a 

community’s social capital. 

 
Community and Civic Institutions and Events. Although often formal in structure, civic 

institutions are distinct from other kinds of formal organizations because of their public 

orientation as described above. Strong public institutions are catalysts for a civically 

engaged environment (Etzioni 1993, Boyte 1984). Civic institutions are unique in that 

fostering interpersonal relationships are central to their mission (Janowitz 1952). Public 

space and civic institutions can have a unifying effect, and are especially important in 

societies characterized by generally weak communities such as is prevalent currently in 

the U.S. (Ganapati 2008). Greer (1960) sees community institutions as crucial nodes that 
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work to cultivate norms and nurture interconnectivity. Authors have connected 

participation in community institutions with improving the situations and life satisfaction 

of residents in disadvantaged neighborhoods and show linkages to an increase in social 

networking potential for these people (see Curley 2010, van Bergeijk, Bolt, and van 

Kempen 2008). Scholarship also focuses on civic events, such as Fourth of July festivals 

and block parties, as avenues for nurturing neighborhood social capital (see Sampson et 

al. 2005, Etzioni 1993). 

 
Community Leaders. Studies often neglect or underestimate the influence of leaders in 

nurturing neighborhood social capital (Sampson and Graif 2009). Leaders plan and 

organize a myriad of activities at the community level that strengthen a community’s 

fabric of interconnectivity. For example, the volunteer commissioner of a baseball little 

league is tasked with creating several teams each with coaches and families who often 

form strong bonds during the long baseball season. Elected and business leaders have 

great potential as mobilizing agents (Teske and Schneider 1994, Putnam 2000). People at 

the center of social systems, often called connectors, have a knack for bringing people 

together and thus creating as well as reinforcing linkages (McKnight and Block 2010, 

Putnam 2000).  

 
Built Environment. Much attention is focused on the physical design of neighborhoods as 

a catalyst or obstruction to creating community. Followers of The New Urbanism take 

this course. They advocate for traditional neighborhood design which they view as more 

conducive to fostering casual interaction than the sprawling form that characterizes many 

of our suburban areas (Duany, Plater-Zyberk, and Speck 2000, Calthorpe and Fulton 
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2001, Ewing 1997). Bothwell, Gindroz, and Lang (1998, p. 89) point directly to this 

“architecture of engagement” as leading to increased neighborhood social capital. Mixed 

use development is often cited by New Urbanists as preferable to the popular single-use 

zoning layout; they argue that a mixed use environment fosters a greater diversity of 

interaction which Jacobs (1992) found to be a vital basis for strong, active 

neighborhoods. Putnam (2000, p. 213) squarely points to sprawl with its associated 

increase in time spent commuting, as a factor in the decline of civic engagement: “the 

evidence suggests that each additional ten minutes in daily commuting time cuts 

involvement in community affairs by 10 percent – fewer public meetings attended, fewer 

committees chaired, fewer petitions signed, fewer church services attended, less 

volunteering, and so on.” Grannis (2009, p. 34) details the benefits of what he calls 

“tertiary face blocks” which are defined as streets where the houses face each other and 

the network of those streets that lie within the boundaries of larger thoroughfares. He 

contends that it is this street network that facilitates the casual face-to-face encounters 

that build a strong neighborhood network and identity.  

 
Community History and Texture. Communities cultivate a certain culture over time and 

differ in their longstanding tendencies toward a civic orientation (Putnam 1993). Putnam 

(1993) illustrates this point by comparing the strong civic community-oriented traditions 

in Tuscany with ones that undermine civic orientation in Sicily which he characterizes as 

a place where underworld mob bosses control systems. These traditions mark places in 

distinctive ways and shape the experiences and perceptions that people associate with 

place (Dayanim 2011; Kesteloot, Murie, and Musterd 2006). Other scholars add that the 
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culture of place shapes one’s interactions in that place such that places with complexity 

and texture make for a richer experience (Boyte 1984, Kolb 2008).  

 
Residential Stability. An oft-cited argument in the literature is that the longer one resides 

in a single location, the greater the opportunity for making connections (Putnam 2000). 

Thus residential stability is considered an asset for communities. Length of residence is 

tied to increased place attachment (Kasarda and Janowitz 1974). Suttles (1972) argues 

that the tendency to view community from a limited liability perspective, as described 

earlier to have negative implications for neighborhood social capital, can be attributed to 

high rates of residential mobility. Mobility particularly undermines community building  

because of the highly-specialized homogeneity that characterizes many neighborhoods; 

thus moving to a bigger house means moving from one community to another as opposed 

to merely other housing within a community (Langdon 1994).  

 
Aggregate Demographics. There is general agreement that the characteristics of the 

people in a neighborhood – such as age, income, race and ethnicity among others – 

influence that place’s stock of social capital. Researchers regularly use demographic 

characteristics that they have hypothesized either as key determinants or as control 

variables (see Temkin and Rohe 1998). However, there is no such agreement as to how 

these demographic characteristics influence communities. For example, Kasarda and 

Janowitz (1974) and Greer (1960) both assert that higher status residents are more likely 

to be involved in local community affairs. But Hipp and Perrin (2006) posit the opposite, 

concluding that higher status residents are more likely to turn their limited volunteer 

energies outward toward the workplace or larger scale organizations.  
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Greater Governmental and Economic Structure. It is important to understand the 

governmental and economic structures that affect a community as these may shape the 

ways in which a neighborhood organizes in order to effect positive change. Van Vliet and 

Burgers (1987) contend that traditional definitions of community are incomplete because 

they ignore the political element of place communities. These authors see that the 

political environment which has become increasingly geared toward privatization and 

decentralization, coupled with the social, cultural, and economic spheres which are 

becoming increasingly larger in scale, is greatly affecting the ability of smaller 

municipalities to create strong community environments (Van Vliet and Burgers 1987). 

The strength of linkages to the external economy has been posited as a determinant of 

residential stability especially in working class neighborhoods (Yancey and Eriksen 

1979, Bartelt et al. 1987). 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

In this dissertation I employ an explanatory sequential mixed methods research 

plan in order to explore how the vibrancy of community institutions may help older inner 

ring suburbs remain resilient in the face of economic and social challenges. The processes 

and effects of this chain of interaction to my knowledge have not been thoroughly 

examined to date. Furthermore, scholars are critical of the ambiguous way that 

researchers have conceptualized resilience, leading to calls for more systematic and 

reliable assessments of how places fare in the face of challenges (Pendall, Foster, and 

Cowell 2010). The value created by community institutions is often considered 

intangible, and thus qualitative methods that highlight hard-to-quantify benefits, such as 

neighborhood social capital, have been privileged (see Putnam and Feldstein 2003).  

In the quantitative portion of this study I directly address these research 

quagmires through exploratory data analysis in two ways. First, I develop a model to 

quantify local resilience as MCD performance change over time along six dimensions 

resulting in a relative ranking of resilience in the suburban communities under study. 

Second, I use the resilience capacity ranking as an indicator of how well these suburbs 

are faring and create bivariate scatterplots showing possible causal associations between 

a community’s institutional vibrancy and its resilience.  

In the qualitative section I aim to gain insight into the pattern of variation in 

resilience uncovered in the quantitative section. I focus on possible policy priorities and 

tensions around community institutions that may hint at the distinct character of different 

places and may help explain different degrees of resilience among seemingly similar 



 77 

localities. I perform a content analysis of the publicly accessible website materials of a 

purposefully selected sample of MCDs. Through this method I glean different approaches 

and priorities to community life across MCDs and add nuance and insight to the 

quantitative findings. 

 In this sequential explanatory mixed methods  design, the initial quantitative 

analysis is given priority and the qualitative portion follows to add nuance and insight as 

noted by the formula: QUAN—>qual (Ivankova, Creswell, and Stick 2006). This 

combined approach allows for a thorough investigation that better captures the complex 

regional socioecosystem in which these local places lie. Figure 3.1 presents a diagram of 

the procedures and products as well as the research question associated with each stage of 

the QUAN—>qual research design. In the following sections of this chapter, I describe 

my overall research design, then my use of exploratory data analysis, and content 

analysis. Finally, I detail the methodology used in this study. 
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Figure 3.1. Mixed Methods Sequential Explanatory Research Design: Research Questions, Procedures, 
and Products for Examining the Influence of Community Institutions on Inner Ring Suburban 
Resilience: A Study in Southeastern Pennsylvania. Suzanne Lashner Dayanim 2013. 
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3.1 Mixed Methods 
 

Mixed methods are gaining popularity as an approach to social science research 

that considers complex questions in a more comprehensive way than either quantitative 

or qualitative methods can in isolation (Creswell 2009; Ivankova, Cresswell, and Stick 

2006). A research design is denoted as ‘mixed’ if it uses two kinds of methods in a single 

study that integrates the approaches in one or more ways drawing upon traditional uses of 

each; for example, data analysis in a mixed methods study may incorporate both 

quantitative statistical and qualitative thematic elements (Tashakkori and Creswell 2007). 

The two strands of analysis complement each other, and this integration adds to the 

robustness of the analysis (Ivankova, Creswell, and Stick 2006).   

In explanatory sequential mixed methods studies like that used in this dissertation, 

it makes most sense to build the qualitative piece  on the results of the quantitative piece 

(Creswell 2009). In other mixed methods research design forms, such as concurrent or 

embedded, the data are collected simultaneously and may carry equal weight (Creswell 

2009). Mixed methods are increasingly used in quality of life studies in the health 

sciences in order to capture multiple perspectives and points of contact (Klassen et al. 

2012). The emphasis on using mixed methods to better understand multi-faceted quality-

of-life issues is pertinent to this discussion since this work examines quality of place 

which similarly encompasses multiple layers of complexity. 

Mixed methods researchers follow any number of philosophical paradigms to 

frame their studies (Teddlie and Tashakkori 2012). However, an underlying worldview 

that often informs mixed methods studies is that of pragmatism which emphasizes real 

world actions, problems, and situations (Creswell 2009).  Pragmatism allows for 
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flexibility in choosing a design strategy so as to best find solutions to a given problem 

(Creswell 2009). A pragmatic worldview offers a researcher the ability to move between 

inductive and deductive reasoning as the information in a research project unfolds 

(Morgan 2007). Thus mixed methods research discounts the so-called incompatibility 

thesis, a tenet stating that positivist/post-positivist value-free quantitative methods and 

constructivist value-bound qualitative methods exist in fundamentally different 

methodological paradigms such that there exists no possibility of bridging the chasm 

between them (Teddlie and Tashakkori 2009). Mixed methods researchers understand 

methodological approaches as a continuum as opposed to polar extremes; a specific 

project may fall anywhere on the continuum so as to appropriately use quantitative and 

qualitative methods as the need arises (Teddlie and Tashakkori 2009). 

Since any study context includes specific historical, social, and political elements, 

the pragmatic framework rejects the binary classification of findings as either 

generalizable or situational knowledge. Pragmatists instead consider the idea of 

transferability as “the extent to which we can take the things that we learn with one type 

of method in one specific setting and make the most appropriate use of that knowledge in 

other circumstances” (Morgan 2007, p. 72). Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009) assert that 

findings are most useful when they can be applied in other settings and that mixed 

methods scholars consider a number of limiting factors associated with transferability 

including: 

1. Ecological transferability which accounts for similarities and 
differences of the physical space; 
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2. Population transferability which accounts for differences in the 
characteristics of the study group population; 
 

3. Temporal transferability which accounts for any time-specific 
implications of the findings; and 
 

4. Conceptual transferability which accounts for the degree that a study 
can be replicated under different circumstances possibly including a 
slightly different personal theoretical orientation that another researcher 
may bring to a project.  

 
For mixed methods research, the point(s) of interface between different methods 

is crucial (Creswell 2009). In a sequential explanatory study, the phases are “connected” 

often in mid-study if the researcher uses quantitative results to select cases for or 

otherwise direct the qualitative portion (Creswell 2009, p. 208). Another point of 

interface occurs at the end of the study during interpretation of both analyses. If the 

earlier phase is prioritized, then the insights from the second phase are seen as supporting 

evidence for the primary analysis (Creswell 2009). Alternatively, the quantitative and 

qualitative strands may be given equal weight and interpretive power in the final analysis 

phase (Creswell 2009). It is common for each major phase of a mixed methods study to 

carry its own research question that indicates exactly how that strand of analysis aims to 

address the study goal. 

 

3.2 Exploratory Data Analysis 
 

Among the many ways to approach quantitative analysis, exploratory methods 

allow researchers to gain a comprehensive understanding of data (Shelly 1996). 

Exploratory data analysis emphasizes the visual detection and careful understanding of 

data trends and patterns to reveal “the full meaning” underlying a data set (Shelly 1996, 
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p. 605).  An exploratory approach is useful when the data relationships are complex and 

possibly nonlinear such that statistical regression techniques may miss clustering or other 

important data trends (Shelly 1996). Exploratory data analysis is often hypothesis-

generating as opposed to the more common approach to quantitative analysis for 

hypothesis-testing (Carr, White, and MacEachren 2005).  

Scatterplots are used widely in exploratory data analysis to understand the 

relationship between two variables. The use of scatterplot graphs in social science 

research can be traced back at least two centuries (Friendly and Denis 2005). Friendly 

and Denis (2005) offer a general definition of a scatterplot as a set of points mapped on a 

Cartesian coordinate grid with each point as the intersection of a value on an x-axis 

representing one variable and a value on a y-axis representing a different variable such 

that the resulting set of points can be understood as the covariation of the two variables. 

As a visual representation of the form and strength of the relationship between two 

variables in a bivariate analysis, a scatterplot is a useful statistical tool (Doherty and 

Anderson 2009). The points on a scatterplot may show important information such as 

linear trends, clustering, or patterns of dispersion or tightness that may suggest paths for 

further investigation (Blaikie 2003). Scatterplots are used in social science research to 

visualize and analyze relationship trends. For example, Guest, Kubrin, and Cover (2008) 

utilize scatterplots to show consistent negative relationships between neighborhood 

ethnic diversity and components of harmony – trust, calm, and help – as indicated by the 

respondents included in their sample.  

 It is also possible to display a scatterplot with multivariate data through what is 

called a conditioning plot (Jacoby 1998). In a conditioning plot of trivariate data, the third 
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variable acts as a control which, when held constant, may change the patterns found in 

the initial bivariate scatterplot. Researchers consider the degree and nature of the changes 

to determine if the control variable has an effect on the nature of the association between 

the primary variables. Among the main questions posed when considering three variables 

in either scatterplots or maps are (1) whether the variable distributions differ from each 

other, and (2) whether the variation between groups is significant or not (Carr, White, and 

MacEachren 2005). Reese (2008) suggests using differences in color, symbol, size, 

and/or tone to distinguish between control categories in multivariate two-dimensional 

scatterplot graphs. 

 Another way to display and analyze scatterplots is to partition the data into 

quadrants. The quadrants show where points fall into high or low sections of each 

variable. This technique is used by Florida (2005) to indicate U.S. cities that are more 

welcoming to creative class talent workers. Florida considers cities as creative class 

whirlpools if they fall into the high-high quadrant in bivariate scatterplots indicating 

strength on a series of tolerance indexes as it relates to presence of creative class industry 

and talent. Conversely, the low-low quadrant indicates cities that fail to create an 

environment that attracts creative class talent.  

 Finally, using statistical methods to support visually-detected data relationships is 

an important component of exploratory data analysis (Shelly 1996).  Shelly (1996) 

stresses that exploratory data analysis must be supported through what he calls 

appropriate “confirmatory statistics” (Shelly 1996, p. 611). For a statistical analysis of 

independent variable groups measured against a continuous outcome variable, Shelly 

(1996) notes that an analysis of variance (ANOVA) is most appropriate to compare the 
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group distributions against each other. In many cases, the points on a scatterplot diagram 

may form the basis for a trendline which is a linear or curved line representing the “best 

fit,” meaning that it is a line the represents a path with the least amount of error from 

itself to each of the points in the scatterplot. Statisticians use this best-fit line to determine 

the effect of an independent variable on a dependent variable. For linear associations, 

Doherty and Anderson (2009) encourage the use of a Pearsons r correlation coefficient or 

an R-squared measure of explanatory power when presenting trendlines in scatterplots to 

confirm and indicate precisely the strength of association. If there is no covariation then 

the trendline will register a very small number that is understood as negligible or no 

association; if covariation exists, then a trendline will register correlation coefficients 

understood as showing an association that is weak, moderate, or strong. 

 

3.3 Content Analysis 

Content analysis is a widely-used and flexible research method for analyzing text 

data (Hsieh and Shannon 2005; White and Marsh 2006). Essentially it is the process of 

applying codes to text for the purpose of either identifying the frequency of or 

relationships between words, concepts, or themes, and then analyzing those codes to 

draw conclusions about a given phenomenon (Hsieh and Shannon 2005; Lucas and 

Sanders 2010). The roots of content analysis can be traced back to communications 

research and a seminal work by Berelson (1952) establishing standards and articulating 

processes for the technique (White and March 2006). Berelson (1952) stresses that 

content analysis is most appropriate when researchers are attempting to understand the 

meaning of any communication from a sender to an intended audience; the results of the 
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analysis should reflect a common interpretation by which the sender, the audience, and 

the researcher would likely view the message in the same way.  Since the mid twentieth 

century, content analysis has evolved to meet the research needs of many social science 

disciplines when text oriented data is used (White and Marsh 2006). Content analysis can 

be applied to any primary sources such as interviews, newspaper articles, speeches, 

websites, images, essays, and advertisements, among others (Lucas and Sanders 2010).  

Quantitative content analysis research often focuses on surface or “manifest 

content” (Potter and Levine-Donnerstein 1999, p. 259; White and Marsh 2006). 

Quantitative content analysis is rooted in the positivist ontological and epistemological 

tradition, and quantitative content analysts seek to ensure scientific rigor (Oleinik 2011). 

In quantitative content analysis inferences are elicited objectively and systematically 

from source material with keen attention to the analysis as reliable (meaning that the 

same/similar results would occur if the study was undertaken by a different researcher) 

and valid (meaning that the analysis appropriately addresses the research question) 

(Krippendorff  1980; Potter and Levine-Donnerstein 1999). Reliability in quantitative 

content analysis is often achieved by having two or more people apply codes to the same 

data until they reach a high level of inter-coder consistency (Oleinik 2011;  

Armstrong et al. 1997). 

Quantitative content analysis researchers use category schemes to group together 

words, phrases, or passages with similar meanings (Weber 1990). Common forms of 

content encoding include contingency analysis which measures the presence or absence 

of a certain attribute, and frequency analysis which measures the number of occurrences 

of an attribute (Holsti 1969; Krippendorff 1980). Quantitative analysis coding schemes 
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for a series of observations will likely include categories that are exhaustive (meaning 

that all relevant variations are taken into account) and mutually exclusive (meaning that 

each observation can fit into one and only one category); furthermore, coding schemes 

should be as clear as possible with easy-to-follow instructions to facilitate replication 

(White and Marsh 2006). Finally, various statistical methods are applied to analyze the 

encoded data (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). 

 Content analysis is also prevalent in qualitative research (Morgan 1993). 

Qualitative content analysis is rooted in the constructivist ontological and epistemological 

tradition, and qualitative content analysts seek rich interpretation of data (Oleinik 2011). 

Textual data are rich with both surface and “latent” content from which qualitative 

researchers can glean valuable insight into phenomena (Potter and Levine-Donnerstein 

1999, p. 259). Analysis of latent content takes many forms, most notably that of 

recognizing patterns as well as identifying underlying meanings (Potter and Levine-

Donnerstein 1999). Qualitative content analysis allows for broad data interpretation that 

may account for the sociocultural characteristics of the author, the effect that the message 

will have on its intended audience, and the unique perspective and expertise of the 

researcher (White and Marsh 2006; Armstrong et al. 1997).  

Instead of an emphasizing reliability and validity, qualitative content analysts 

seek to ensure (1) credibility (meaning that the important facets of the research question 

are being addressed through the chosen method); (2) transferability (meaning that the 

conclusions found in one set of circumstances may apply in other conditions); (3) 

dependability (meaning that care is taken to minimize result variation that logically 

occurs when a study is undertaken with different researchers and/or at different points in 
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time); and (4) confirmability (meaning that the logic of the argument and the data used to 

support it are conceptually consistent) (White and Marsh 2006). The need for reliability 

in qualitative content analysis is not all together rejected; whether reliability standards are 

necessary and how that may be accomplished in qualitative content analysis remains 

under debate (Armstrong et al. 1997). 

Both deductive and inductive approaches to qualitative content analysis are 

common depending upon existing literature on the subject and the specific research 

design in what can be viewed as an iterative process (White and March 2006). With an 

inductive approach, the researcher performs a close reading of the text and allows 

patterns and categories to emerge from the data (White and Marsh 2006). Through a 

deductive approach, the researcher begins with existing theory that may be better 

understood by gleaning insights from the text. In this kind of directed approach, 

researchers may begin by identifying categories likely to be found in the text, and the 

content analysis works to support (or not support) and elaborate the theory (Hsieh and 

Shannon 2005).  

  

3.4 Research Design for Examining the Influence of Community Institutions  

on Inner Ring Suburban Resilience: A Study in Southeastern Pennsylvania 

The causal chain that connects community institutions to local resilience capacity 

is not well researched or understood. Thus a goal of this dissertation is to bring clarity to 

a vague phenomenon. The main research question asks: Do inner ring suburbs gain value 

from particular types of community institutions? Moving from that research question to 

the logic model presented in Figure 2 is a main conceptual and methodological challenge. 
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It is necessary to think creatively about how to measure the resilience of local 

places based on a definition of resilience as the performance of places over time in the 

face of challenges (Chapple and Lester 2007). Community resilience is often assessed in 

concrete economic terms which, while important, ignore other crucial dynamics that 

influence place trajectories. What are those other dynamics? Resilience capacity as 

modeled in the regional Resilience Capacity Index (see Figure 2.4 on page 48) adds two 

other main components to the economic element – socio-demographic and community 

connectivity -- that help to more fully account for important social and population place 

dynamics, albeit ones more often associated with the intangible architecture of place. The 

local resilience capacity index created for this study contains two indicators for each of 

these three elements – economic, socio-demographic, and community connectivity -- for 

a total of six equally-weighted measures.  In order to incorporate these different types of 

measures into a unified analysis, I use relative rankings instead of using different units of 

measure for different indicators. For example, instead of assigning a specific dollar figure 

to change in property value in each community, I compare the dollar figures for all the 

communities and rank them  in relation to each other. Other indicators in the model 

assess performance in other ways -- such as net population loss or gain -- which I also 

convert to relative rankings such that the results from all six indicators can be combined 

with equal weight to form a single ranking of resilience capacity. 

 

3.4.1 Creating a Study Area of Inner Ring Suburbs 

The Philadelphia metropolitan area does not have a pre-determined standard list 

of inner ring suburbs. Therefore, I create a study area of the inner ring Pennsylvania 
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suburbs surrounding Philadelphia. I use the methodology employed by Hanlon and 

Vicino (2007) who distinguish inner ring suburbs from other kinds of nearby places using 

two criteria: (1) places that share a boundary with the central city, and (2) places where 

more than 50% of the housing stock was built before 1970 which also share a border with 

the first set of city-bordering places. In the case of their study of inner ring suburbs in 

Baltimore, these scholars find that inner ring suburbs fall within an eight mile buffer of 

the city border (Hanlon 2010). Philadelphia has a long history of suburban settlement in 

clearly defined sometimes small township jurisdictions. Thus, I modify the Hanlon and 

Vicino criteria by including communities contiguous to even a second or third tier of 

already-identified inner ring suburbs as long as more than 50% of its housing stock was 

built before 1970. Furthermore, the high level of fragmentation necessitates adding 

another inclusion criteria for MCDs that do not meet the housing stock criteria but meet 

other geographic criteria. Thus an MCD was also included as long as it is contiguous on 

two sides with already identified inner ring suburbs and it falls within the eight mile 

buffer. 

 

3.4.2 Quantitative Analysis Section 

I perform two separate sets of scatterplot analyses. The first set of scatterplot 

analyses tests the relationship between the resilience capacity rank for the study area 

MCDs and both (1) a community institution vibrancy rank (public libraries/parks and 

recreation) and (2) a school quality rank. I also construct scatterplots to show how those 

relationships are affected by the several control variables. These scatterplots apportion 

the data into quadrants for which I use the median position on each ranking to break the 
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graphs into four equal sections. While a community’s ranking on resilience capacity is 

identical in both the school quality and community institution vibrancy scatterplots – 

meaning that there is no movement up or down – movement left or right on the scale 

between scatterplots reflects differences between school quality and community 

institution vibrancy. Places that move from either two left quadrants in the school quality 

scatterplot to either two right quadrants in the community institution vibrancy scatterplot 

become interesting places for further study as these places display significantly different 

levels of vibrancy in their schools versus other kinds of community institutions. Control 

variables add to the quadrant analysis by highlighting groupings of MCDs with similar 

characteristics that may display distinct resilience capacity outcome patterns associated 

with the vibrancy of their community institutions. I check the statistical significance of 

the outcome patterns by running an ANOVA procedure on each result. 

I offer a second set of scatterplot analyses in which I plot separately each of the 

six measures that compose the resilience capacity index against public library usage and 

also parks and recreation spending. I then compile the results in a table to provide a 

detailed understanding of the specific ways in which each kind of community institution 

may add value to different types of suburbs. 

Trendlines indicating the R-squared value are included on the second set of 

scatterplots only when the effect is measurable at 0.1 or above. Blaikie (2003) asserts that 

a correlation coefficient (Pearson’s r) of less than 0.1 represents only a negligible effect, 

but that beginning at the 0.1 level, a determination of weak association can be made. 

Given that my study begins with the premise that community institutions are not the main 

factor impacting resilience capacity, an R-squared outcome of 0.1(roughly equivalent to a 
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Pearson’s r value of 0.31) indicating a weak association is allowed as the lowest value of 

measurable effect. 

 Finally, as part of the quantitative analysis, I use ArcGIS software to create 

choropleth maps visualizing geographic patterns of resilience and community institution 

vibrancy. The maps highlight geographic clusters of less or more resilient communities as 

well as clusters with unusual variation. While no new analyses are performed using GIS 

techniques, the maps add to the interpretations by providing a geographic visualization of 

the scatterplot results which often suggests new avenues for further study. The maps are 

critical to an understanding of how local outcomes may be shaped by neighboring 

communities and regional dynamics.  

 

3.4.3 Qualitative Analysis Section 

The purpose of the qualitative section of this dissertation is to expand upon and 

enrich the findings in the quantitative section. As such it is first necessary to select certain 

MCDs for qualitative study based on initial results from the quantitative portion. Since 

one of the main goals of this dissertation is to better understand local variation, I chose to 

work with MCD groupings that highlight differences and similarities along a number of 

dimensions that emerge from the quantitative analysis. Chapple and Lester (2007) use an 

analogous method to understand differences between pairs of regions that display similar 

resilience outcomes.  

I choose a purposive sampling of MCDs for a qualitative content analysis of 

publicly-posted website materials that answers the following research question: As 

MCDs promote community institutions through publicly-disseminated media, how do 
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their various emphases portray the character of the community? Each of these older 

suburbs has a distinct character and feel that may be reflected in the way in which each 

approaches community life through community institutions. Through the content 

analysis, I aim to develop a picture of the role that community institutions play in each of 

the localities chosen for further study. 

I document references to community institutions from each township/borough 

official website including material found in any links from those sites to MCD-published 

documents such as newsletters. Using Atlas.TI I assign codes representing major themes 

in the text that pertain to how these MCDs portray and promote community institutions 

relating those themes relate to the main findings from the quantitative analysis. At the 

same time, I draw out important tensions and general ideas that may emerge in relation to 

community institutions. Thus, the qualitative content analysis incorporates both deductive 

and inductive elements. Themes and codes are grouped into categories and considered, 

when applicable, in relation to the control variables identified in the quantitative section.  

For a portion of my coding, I assign the MCDs to categories using an exhaustive 

and mutually exclusive coding scheme. For example, I look closely to see how each 

MCD presents school options in its jurisdiction. I then assign each MCD to one and only 

one category according to how the community represents its school options on its 

website. For other themes the exhaustive and mutually-exclusive construct is not 

applicable and the analysis does not follow that form. For example, a few MCDs 

explicitly mention elements of diversity in their homepage messages. While I draw 

inferences about the character of these places with regard to openness to diversity, I do 
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not assume that an absence of a clear mention of diversity in other MCD websites signals 

that the community is less open to diversity. 

Finally, I take steps to address the reliability of the content analysis. Scholars 

concede that some common techniques to pursue reliability, such as employing multiple 

coders, likely fall outside of the scope of dissertation analyses (Oleinik 2011). Since I am 

approaching the content analysis in a qualitative way, I am more concerned with 

dependability than reliability. As such, I take care ensure the transparency of my analysis 

by detailing my decisions and logic each step of the way and keeping a thorough record 

of my results and procedures (Armstrong  et al. 1997). In this way the data are accessible 

for researchers who may want to reassess my analysis or design a similar study 

(Armstrong et al. 1997). 

  

3.4.4 Integration and Interpretation 

Finally, I integrate the findings from the quantitative and qualitative analyses 

guided by the following research question: How do insights from the qual component 

help explain trends and variation found in the QUAN component? In this way, the 

qualitative findings extend and enrich the quantitative findings. In my Findings and 

Discussion chapter, the quantitative and qualitative results are interwoven where 

appropriate so as to offer the most comprehensive understanding possible of each finding. 

This kind of comprehensive analysis will hopefully make more accessible a phenomenon 

that has heretofore eluded clear explanation. 
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CHAPTER 4 

DATA AND ANALYSIS 

Data are compiled for a range of indicators so as to develop a comprehensive 

understanding of inner ring suburban dynamics. Underlying my choice of variables when 

operationalizing the key concepts is a premise that suburbs are not homogeneous in 

nature but rather have distinct histories that shape their present conditions and potential 

moving forward (Nicolaides and Wiese 2006; Kotkin 2001). Some MCDs in this study 

have storied histories as quintessential bourgeois utopias while others demonstrate 

strength or vulnerability as working class communities. Thus it is important to choose 

indicators with as little inherent socioeconomic bias as possible. For example, when 

determining an indicator to assess a community’s employment resilience, I choose to 

measure its rate of employment without reference to the kinds of jobs at which the 

residents of that MCD work. Also, I consider that the size of the community may affect 

the resources available for collecting and reporting information. Thus I choose to only 

use data that are standardized, publicly-accessible, and include information for all the 

MCDs in the study area – such as the U.S. Census or the Pennsylvania Department of 

Education Public Library Statistics. In this way, I maintain data consistency between 

smaller and larger MCDs. 

In section 4.1 of this chapter I detail how I created my study area and 

operationalized variables. I also present the initial quantitative exploratory data analysis 

scatterplots and choropleth maps that form the basis for my main findings. In section 4.2 

of this chapter I detail how I chose MCDs for the qualitative content analysis as well as 

how I collected and applied codes to these data. I also present some initial scatterplots, 
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charts, and maps that arise from the qualitative analysis, although the qualitative data are 

presented more fully in Chapter 5 to add nuance and texture to the discussion of the main 

findings.  

  

4.1 Exploratory Data Analysis: Data Collection and Analyses 

The quantitative data analysis addresses the following research question: Is the resiliency 

of inner ring suburbs associated with particular types of community institutions? Through 

the exploratory data analysis, I aim to develop a model that can measure ways in which 

community institutions are related to place quality in the inner suburbs. Below are details 

of the quantitative data collection and analysis. 

 

4.1.1 The Study Area 
 

To create a study area of inner ring suburbs of Southeastern Pennsylvania within 

the four counties surrounding Philadelphia -- Bucks, Chester, Delaware, and 

Montgomery – I base the methodology on criteria developed by Hanlon and Vicino 

(2007) and outlined in the Methodology Chapter. A key criterion is that the majority of 

the total housing stock was built before 1970. To calculate this figure, I use the 

SELECTED HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS table from U.S Census 2010 American 

Community Survey 5-Year estimates which lists the percent of total housing units built 

by decade. I sum the percents from the categories ‘Built 1939 or earlier,’ ‘Built 1940 to 

1949,’ ‘Built 1950 to 1959,’ and ‘Built 1960 to 1969’ to determine the percent of total 

housing units built before 1970 (see Table A.1 on pages 205-207 in this dissertation’s 

Appendices). There is a precipitous decline in the occurrence of townships with a 
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majority of older housing at roughly eight miles from the city border. Therefore I identify 

the extent of Pennsylvania’s inner ring suburbs of Philadelphia as a zone similar to what 

Hanlon and Vicino (2007) find in Baltimore. MCDs outside of this range with older 

housing stocks are almost exclusively boroughs surrounded on all sides by larger 

townships mainly developed after 1970, and as such, these outer boroughs do not meet 

the contiguity criterion. Applying this selection criteria yields a total of 83 MCDs. Two 

of those places, Bryn Athyn Borough and Lower Chichester Township, are removed from 

the study -- Bryn Athyn due to a pattern of anomalous results in previous MPIP studies 

and Lower Chichester due to a lack of information supplied for statewide municipal 

statistics reports. Thus, the final study area is comprised of 39 townships and 42 boroughs 

for a total of 81 MCDs (see Figure 1.1 on page 11). Table A.1 on pages 205-207 in this 

dissertation’s Appendices details the general characteristics of the MCDs included in the 

study area as follows: County; MCD Classification as a Borough or First or Second Class 

Township; Special Government Plan; School District; Percent of Housing Pre-1970; and 

whether there is a public library in the MCD. 

Fundamental differences exist between townships and boroughs in the 

Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. A township is a unit of government below the county 

level with its own elected governing body of commissioners and control over local taxes 

and local decisionmaking. Townships are either first-class or second-class according to 

their population with First-Class townships having higher population densities of at least 

300 persons per square mile (The Pennsylvania Manual 2011). Township governing 

bodies consist of elected commissioners in the case of first-class townships or supervisors 

in the case of second-class townships (The Pennsylvania Manual 2011). A borough is a 
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unit of government below the county level which consists of an elected weak mayor and 

a stronger elected council structure. The borough has control over local taxes and local 

decisionmaking. Most of the Commonwealth’s cities were once boroughs that gained 

population dramatically (The Pennsylvania Manual 2011). The governmental structure 

and extent of power of both townships and boroughs are determined by the 

Commonwealth but any may elect to adopt a home rule charter or optional plan such that 

the MCD decides its own governing structure and range of services (The Pennsylvania 

Manual 2011). As of 2011, 21 of the more than 220 boroughs statewide as well as 33 of 

the 1,587 townships statewide had chosen home rule charters or optional plans (The 

Pennsylvania Manual 2011). 

Boroughs are different from townships not only in governmental structure but 

also in form and history. Boroughs are small and organized around a single town center 

with residential areas surrounding the center in close proximity. Boroughs can be 

considered small towns that emerged organically in the same way that cities emerged 

(The Pennsylvania Manual 2011). Boroughs have remained small in size which, along 

with their town center structure, tends to encourage the cohesive feel that often 

characterizes these places. Townships were created as large tracts of land granted to 

individuals or families and were developed more incrementally with multiple centers 

(The Pennsylvania Manual 2011). Therefore, townships tend to be less cohesive. 

In Pennsylvania, school districts are also fragmented, albeit not as dramatically as 

MCDs. Often two or more MCDs share a school district. There are 35 separate school 

districts among the 81 MCDs in the study area. It is important to note that school districts 

are entities completely separate from the MCDs they service; each school district elects 
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its own Board of Directors which manages all aspects of operation and maintenance, and 

each school district has power to levy school taxes on property owners within its 

catchment area through a direct tax bill. 

 

4.1.2 Operationalizing Local Resilience 
 

The theoretical perspective informing this study’s resilience capacity ranking 

derives from  Pendall, Foster, and Cowell’s (2010) definition of places as complex 

adaptive systems that are continuously facing slow burn challenges. Resilience, then, is 

the community’s performance against constant challenges as it seeks to adapt and thrive 

in the face of consistent downward pressure and ever-changing societal dynamics. I 

assess resilience capacity by measuring change in selected indicators within each MCD 

between 2000 and 2010. This captures the ability of each place to adapt and thrive amidst 

changing circumstances at the beginning of the 21st century. Furthermore, since the study 

area encompasses mainly residential suburbs, I choose indicators that primarily describe 

people (with the notable exception of Market Value Per Capita which includes a 

commercial element). Thus the performance resilience best captured by this index is that 

of an MCD’s ability to attract and retain residents. 

This study’s emphasis on local resilience as opposed to regional resilience led me 

to adopt a scheme to rank communities relative to one another. A locality’s fortune is 

influenced by the activity in nearby communities (Christopherson, Michie, and Tyler 

2010; Müller 2010; Pike, Dawley, and Tomaney 2010). For example, an influx of 

development attention in one community may inadvertently lead to inattention in another.  
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In short, local resilience contains an element of competition among nearby places, and a 

relative ranking captures that dynamic. 

 To create the model of local resilience capacity, I draw upon the regional 

Resilience Capacity Index (see Figure 2.4 on page 48) which identifies the three main 

components of resilience capacity as economic, socio-demographic, and community 

connectivity. Resilience capacity is measured as change from 2000 to 2010 in two 

performance measures for each component for a total of six measures of equal weight. 

Each indicator I have chosen meets three criteria: (1) that it represents the component’s 

effect on resilience in as essential and unbiased a way as possible; (2) that it be a 

continuous variable the values of which can be interpreted in a linear way from high to 

low; (3) that it be obtainable through public records such that the results for each MCD 

are reported in a standardized way.  

 Since each indicator was measured in different units, the raw results of each 

measurement were converted into a rank ordering of MCDs from high to low. For 

example, the MCD with the highest median house value increase is ranked #1 and, 

conversely, the MCD with the lowest median house value increase is ranked #81. The 

rankings for all six indicators for each MCD are then added together and ordered from 

lowest to highest. The MCD with the lowest point total is ranked as the most resilient at 

#81 and the MCD with the highest point total is ranked as the least resilient at #1. Below 

is a detailed description of the data source for each indicator. Table A.2 on pages 207-209 

in this dissertation’s Appendices presents the overall resilience capacity ranking for each 

MCD as well as the MCD ranking on each of the six indicators. 
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Economic Strength Component 

Market Value Per Capita, Change from 2000-2009 – This indicator measures the 

underlying value of land per capita in each MCD accounting for both residential and 

commercial properties. Sources: Pennsylvania Department of Community and Economic 

Development, Statewide Municipal Financial Information 2000 and 2009 (used the years 

2001 and 2008 when necessary due to missing data). Early decade figures were adjusted 

for inflation to match later decade figures using the Bureau of Labor Statistics Inflation 

Calculator. For the following MCDs, the years were adjusted slightly due to missing 

information: Norristown Borough, Tinicum Township, Darby Borough, Folcroft 

Borough, Hulmeville Borough, Middletown Township Bucks, Eddystone Borough, 

Norwood Borough, Parkside Borough, East Norriton Township, Nether Providence 

Township, and Collingdale Borough. 

Median House Value, Change from 2000-2010 – This indicator measures the median 

house value in the MCD. Sources: Profile of Selected Housing Characteristics: 2000, 

Census 2000 Summary File 3, entry: Median (dollars) VALUE, Specified owner-

occupied units. SELECTED HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS, U.S Census American 

Community Survey 2006-2010 5-year estimates, entry: Median (dollars) VALUE, 

Owner-occupied units. 2000 figures were adjusted for inflation to match 2010 figures 

using the Bureau of Labor Statistics Inflation Calculator.  
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Socio-Demographic Appeal Component 

Total Population, Percent Change from 2000-2010 – This indicator provides a 

standardized measure of population increase or decrease using the following equation: 

(2010 total population – 2000 total population) / 2000 total population. Sources: Profile 

of General Demographic Characteristics: 2000, Census 2000 SF1 100% Data, entry: 

Total population. Profile of General Population and Housing Characteristics: 2010, 

Census 2010 SF1 100% Data, entry: Total population.  

Percent Unemployment, Change from 2000-2010 – This indicator measures the change 

in percent of the MCD’s population that is unemployed. A decrease during the decade 

signals an improving situation (meaning a higher percentage of residents are employed in 

2010 than in 2000). Sources: Profile of Selected Economic Characteristics: 2000, Census 

2000 Summary File 3, entry: Population 16 years and over, Percent Unemployed. 

SELECTED ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS, U.S Census American Community 

Survey 2006-2010 5-year estimates, entry: Population 16 years and over, Percent 

Unemployed. 

 

Community Connectivity Component 

Neighbor Interaction – Survey question: How likely are people in your neighborhood 

willing to help their neighbors with routine activities such as picking up their trash cans, 

or helping to shovel snow. Would you say that most people in your neighborhood are 

always, often, sometimes, rarely, or never willing to help their neighbors? Answer 

options: Always (code: 5), Often (code: 4), Sometimes (code: 3), Rarely (code: 2), Never 

(code: 1). Mean score was calculated after adding together the scores from each survey 
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year. Due to the nature of the data, this is the only indicator in the resilience capacity 

index that is not calculated as a change over time measure. For this variable I created 

“Affinity Groups” for places that recorded fewer than 50 responses. Affinity Groupings 

were determined using various combinations of shared school districts, shared suburb 

types, contiguity, and/or shared suburb type/borough designation. Source: Public Health 

Management Corporation Household Health Survey, 2008 and 2010. 

Place Attachment – Survey question: I feel that I belong and am a part of my 

neighborhood. Answer options: Strongly Agree (code: 1), Agree (code: 2), Disagree 

(code: 3), Strongly Disagree (code: 4). Percent of Strongly Agree + Agree was calculated 

using the following equation: Number of ‘Strongly Agree’ + Number of ‘Agree’ MCD 

Responses / Total Number of MCD Responses. A merged set of responses from 2002 and 

2004 was subtracted from a merged set of responses from 2008 and 2010. For this 

variable I created “Affinity Groups” for places that recorded fewer than 50 responses. 

Affinity Groupings were determined using various combinations of shared school 

districts, shared suburb types, contiguity, and/or shared suburb type/borough designation. 

Source: Public Health Management Corporation Household Health Survey, 2002, 2004, 

2008, and 2010. 

 

4.1.3 Operationalizing Community Institution Vibrancy 

The community institution vibrancy ranking captures two key dimensions by 

accounting for both preparation and performance. Preparation is considered by measuring 

municipal financial commitment to community institutions. Performance is considered by 

measuring resident participation at community institutions. In this way, the ranking offers 
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a general sense of the priority and focus each MCD places on community institutions as 

well as how well those efforts resonate with residents. In order to ensure the use of 

reliable and standardized indicators, a single measure is used for each dimension and 

weighted equally. Community institution vibrancy is calculated for only the beginning of 

the decade so that the analysis may show possible causal associations between 

community institution vibrancy at the outset and MCD resilience over the subsequent 

decade. A secondary measure looks at recreation facility usage over time, albeit in a more 

general way by MCD classification and suburb type since the survey question from 

which the measure derives was only asked in certain years such that a calculation by 

MCD was not possible.  

Since each indicator was measured in different units, the raw results of each were 

converted into a ranking of MCDs from high to low. For example, the MCD with the 

highest percentage of parks and recreation spending as a percent of total expenditures is 

ranked #1 and, conversely, the MCD with the lowest percentage of parks and recreation 

spending as a percent of total expenditures is ranked #81. Since only 51 MCDs house 

libraries within their jurisdictions, the library circulation per capita ranking ends at 52; 

each of the 51 MCDs with libraries is ranked in order with #1 having the highest 

circulation per capita and 51 having the lowest circulation per capita while the 30 MCDs 

without libraries are each assigned the ranking of 52. The rankings for both indicators for 

each MCD are then added together and ordered from lowest to highest. The MCD with 

the lowest point total is ranked as the most vibrant at #81 and the MCD with the highest 

point total is ranked as the least vibrant at #1. Below is a detailed description of the data 

source for each indicator. 
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Table A.3 on pages 209-211 in this dissertation’s Appendices details the rankings 

assigned to each MCD for the overall vibrancy of its community institutions, along with 

separate rankings for the vibrancy of parks/recreation and for library circulation.  

Community institution vibrancy is operationalized as follows: 

Parks and Recreation Percent of Total Expenditures – Percent of expenditures on 

parks and recreation average of years 2000, 2001, and 2002 so as to account for possible 

anomalous results in any given year. The following equation is used: Parks and 

Recreation Expenditures / Total Expenditures. This measure captures municipal 

commitment to parks and recreation facilities and programs at the beginning of the 

decade. Sources: Pennsylvania Department of Community and Economic Development, 

Statewide Municipal Financial Information, 2000, 2001, 2002. 

Library Circulation Per Capita – This indicator measures the total circulation by 

population served, average of years 2000-2003 so as to account for possible anomalous 

results in any given year. The figure is assigned to the MCD in which it resides. This 

measure captures how well library services resonate with the community at the beginning 

of the decade. Sources: Pennsylvania Department of Education, Data and Statistics, 

Public Library Statistics, 2000-2001, 2001-2002, 2003. 

 

Table 4.1 presents the change in the usage of recreation facilities over time.  For 

two different years (2004 and 2010) the table reports responses to the following survey 

question:  In the past year, how often did you use public recreation facilities in your 

neighborhood, such as public swimming pools, parks, schools, walking trails, bike paths 

or recreation centers? Answer options: More than once a week (code: 1), Once a week 
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(code: 2), A few times a month (code: 3), Once a month (code: 4), Less than once a 

month (code: 5), Never (code: 6), If volunteered: There are no public recreation facilities 

in my neighborhood (code: 7). Percent of answers indicating some usage (codes 1 

through 5) was calculated using the following equation: Number of Code 1 through 5 

Responses / Total Number of MCD Responses. Sources: Public Health Management 

Corporation Household Health Survey, 2004 and 2010. 

 The results in Table 4.1 suggest that over time townships benefit to a greater 

degree than boroughs from recreation facilities. Increased usage of public facilities in 

townships was nearly double that of boroughs between 2004 and 2010. Furthermore, 

middle class suburbs and urban centers enjoyed percentage increases in usage far greater 

than other suburb types. The differing trends in usage over time by suburb type points to 

a possible widening chasm in inner suburbs between more advantaged and less 

advantaged, whereby an earlier pattern of incremental differences in suburban fortunes by 

suburb type is replaced with a dichotomous landscape of simply strong and vulnerable 

places. This idea relates to Finding #1 in the Findings and Discussion chapter. 

 
Table 4.1. Recreation Facility Usage Change Over Time 
2004-2010 by MCD Classification and Suburb Type 
 

 
Class/Suburb Type  Usage % 2004 Usage % 2010 Change In Usage 
 
Township   47.15  57.28    +10.13 
Borough   42.50  47.81   +5.31 

  
Affluent Suburbs  52.59  61.57    +8.99 
Established Towns  58.09  63.05    +4.96 
Middle Class Suburbs  42.13  57.99    +15.86 
Stable Working Comm.  42.78  47.22    +4.43 
Urban Centers   33.94  49.83    +15.89 
 

2004 Number of Responses: Township: 2,475, Borough: 600, AS: 985, ET: 241, MCS: 432, SWC: 1143, UC: 274. 
2010 Number of Responses: Township: 2,355, Borough: 594, AS: 1054, ET: 203, MCS: 457, SWC: 934, UC: 301. 
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4.1.4 Exploratory Data Analysis: Scatterplots 

My analysis starts with scatterplots to show the bivariate association between 

resilience capacity and community institution vibrancy as well as how that association 

may change by introducing a series of conditioning variables.  Confirmatory statistics 

using SPSS software are conducted for all scatterplots. For bivariate scatterplots, 

trendlines are shown when the R-squared value is .1 or above indicating a measurable 

association. For trivariate scatterplots, the results of an analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

significance test are reported. The scatterplot analysis is presented in two parts: (1) 

resilience capacity by both community institution vibrancy and school quality generally 

as well as controlling for MCD Classification and MCD Advantage, and (2) resilience 

capacity by community institution vibrancy for townships only with each conditioning 

variable. 

I begin by plotting the association between resilience capacity and the vibrancy of 

community institutions. Figure 4.1 shows a positive association between these two and is 

a good starting point for this analysis.   
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p<.001.  

Figure 4.1.  

 

An obvious second step was to see how this association compares to any 

association that my data might reveal between resilience capacity and the quality of 

community schools. A quality public school system has long been touted as a vital asset 

for suburban communities. This dissertation begins with the understanding that the 

quality of an MCD’s public school district is important, but tests its primacy against 

publicly-funded, MCD-controlled community institutions. I use the district average 

combined math and English SAT score as an indication of the overall quality of its 

educational system since it is a measure that is widely reported and is commonly 

regarded as a gauge of district performance. Each school district is ranked from lowest 

(1) to highest (35) using 2001 combined math and verbal SAT scores; all MCDs sharing 
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that school district are assigned the same school district SAT score ranking. Source: 

Pennsylvania Department of Education Data and Statistics: SAT and ACT Scores.   

 

 
p<.001.  
 
Figure 4.2.  
 
 

Since both schools and community facilities are positively associated with 

resilience capacity, I must consider the possibility that school quality might be a factor 

that is closely related to both a community’s resilience capacity and also to the vibrancy 

of its community facilities.  If that were the case, it might mean the association depicted 

in Figure 4.1 between community facilities and resilience is spurious.  Because of that 

possibility, I test the relationship between community facilities and resilience using 

school quality as a kind of “control” variable.  At the same time, I chose to introduce a 

number of additional factors that the social science literature suggests may affect a 

community’s resilience capacity. To control for the influence of these variables, I divided 
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MCDs into sub-groups displaying high, medium, or low levels of the control variable, 

and computed a measure of the relationship for each sub-group. 

 In addition to school quality, the control variables chosen were of two types: (1) 

general place characteristics for which I measured community institution vibrancy against 

school quality, and (2) demographic characteristics for which I gauged community 

institution vibrancy only. To parallel the community institution vibrancy ranking, all 

control variables measure conditions at the beginning of the decade. Table A.4 on pages 

212-214 in this dissertation’s Appendices reports the relative rankings of all 81 MCDs in 

this study for each of the conditioning variables discussed below. 

It is important to note that many of these variables do not necessarily fall from 

better to worse in a linear way. For example, it is not clear whether the MCD with the 

lowest rate of turnover is experiencing stability or stagnation. Conversely, MCDs with 

high turnover rates may be experiencing either instability or a form of suburban 

gentrification. Therefore, these conditioning variables are interpreted with careful 

attention to the nuances of each measure. Below is a detailed description of the data and 

source for each variable as well as scatterplots and tables of the results. 

 

Control Variables: Place Characteristics 

Two variables capture the extensive variation in place characteristics found in this 

study area. The first is the MCD classification as a township (count 39) or borough 

(count: 42); this distinction as described earlier has implications for governance, resource 

availability, and community cohesion all of which may impact greatly on the vibrancy 

and impact of community institutions.   Figures 4.3a and 4.3b show slight but important 
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differences in the association between resilience capacity and community institutions or 

schools in townships and boroughs. The scatterplots suggest that in townships resilience 

capacity is associated with both community institution vibrancy and school quality. But 

for boroughs, resilience capacity associates only with school quality and not with 

community institution vibrancy. This result is the foundation for Finding #5 in the 

Findings and Discussion chapter that boroughs seem to operate in a different fashion 

from townships when it comes to gaining value from community institutions. 

This set of scatterplots became the basis for narrowing my focus for the 

quantitative section. Since there exists no association for boroughs between resilience 

capacity and community institution vibrancy, I chose to work with only townships for the 

remainder of the quantitative analysis. 

 
Townships only: p<.001. Boroughs only: not statistically significant. 
 
Figure 4.3a.  
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Townships only: p<.001. Boroughs only: p<.001.  
 
Figure 4.3b.  
 
 

I use a second variable to distinguish MCDs by advantage through a suburb 

typology developed by Temple University’s Metropolitan Philadelphia Indicator’s 

Project (MPIP). The MPIP typology uses variables relating to housing, socioeconomic, 

and household characteristics in a cluster analysis to classify the more than 350 

Philadelphia Metropolitan Area MCDs into five groups: Affluent Suburbs, Established 

Towns, Middle Class Suburbs, Stable Working Communities, and Urban Centers (MPIP 

2013). Affluent Suburbs (AS) and Established Towns (ET) tend to have well-educated 

populations and continue to be highly desirable communities (MPIP 2013); as such, 

MCDs from these two suburb types are classified as ‘More Advantaged’ in this study 

(count: 25). Middle Class Suburbs (MCS) tend to have lower rates of college educated 

residents than more advantaged MCDs and higher proportions of single family detached 
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housing than any other suburb type (MPIP 2013); MCSs are classified as ‘Midrange 

Advantaged’ in this study (count: 8). Stable Working Communities (SWC) and Urban 

Centers (UC) are characterized as working class areas and display vulnerability on a 

number of variables; as such, MCDs from these two suburb types are classified as ‘Less 

Advantaged’ in this study (count: 48).   

Figures 4.4a and 4.4b and show that all midrange advantaged townships and the 

more resilient less advantaged townships rank higher in community institution vibrancy 

than in school quality. Table 4.2 confirms that the shift from left to right between school 

quality and community institution vibrancy for those two groups is significant. The 

results suggest that these kinds of townships may gain resilience value from vibrant 

community institutions that cannot be attributed to their more tenuous school quality 

showing. 

 

 
Figure 4.4a. 
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Figure 4.4b. 
 
 
 
Table 4.2. 
Title: ANOVA for Townships Movement Between School Quality Ranking and Community Institution  
Vibrancy Ranking (by MCD Advantage) 
Dependent Variable: Movement on x-axis from School District SAT Score Rank Scatterplot to  
Community Institution Vibrancy Rank Scatterplot  
Independent Variable: MCD Advantage (More, Midrange, Less) 
__  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __ 
 

 More Adv Midrange Adv Less Adv  F-stat p-value eta2 

Movement on x-axis 
Mean    0.817  31.847  26.899  6.438 p<.01 0.263 
Standard Deviation   29.152  14.949  21.146 
Number of cases   19  8  12  (2, 36) 
 
Multiple Comparison (Scheffe) 
More vs. Midrange         p<.05 
More vs. Less         p<.05 
 
Note: Movement on x-axis was calculated as:  
          Community Institution Vibrancy Rank/81 – School District SAT Score Rank/35 
 

The scatterplots for townships by MCD advantage lent more credence to the idea 

of using school quality as a control variable. In order to reconfigure school quality as a 



 114 

control variable, I split the MCDs into three groups whereby those with ranks of 1-12 are 

reclassified as 3=’Low School Quality’ (count: 34), those with ranks of 13-24 are 

reclassified as 2=’Midrange School Quality’ (count: 27), and those with ranks of 25-35 

are reclassified as 1=’High School Quality’ (count: 20). Thus the scatterplot entitled 

‘TOWNSHIPS Resilience Capacity by School Quality’ using School Quality also as a 

conditioning variable (Figure 4.5b) is in order such that all of the lowest school quality 

townships appear at the left of the plot, all of the midrange school quality townships 

appear in the middle of the plot, and all of the high school quality townships lie at the 

right of the plot.  

However, in Figure 4.5b, the resilience capacity ranking is curious in two ways. 

First, some low school quality townships outrank high school quality townships. Second, 

many midrange school quality townships display among the highest resilience capacity 

rankings in the study area. If school quality were the sole determining factor of suburban 

resilience as the prevailing suburban narrative would suggest, then this scatterplot does 

not make sense. If school quality were the only factor that matters, then all of the high 

school quality townships should also rank highest in resilience capacity, all of the low 

school quality townships should also rank lowest in resilience capacity, and all of the 

midrange school quality townships should also display middling resilience capacity; but 

Figure 4.5b attests to the fact that this is not the case. 

Figure 4.5a plotting resilience capacity by community institution vibrancy sheds 

light on these curious results. There is a definite and statistically significant (see Table 

4.3) shift to the right of many midrange school quality townships and all of the more 

resilient low school quality townships between school quality and community institution 
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vibrancy. Furthermore, Figure 4.5a also dramatically shows that two high school quality 

townships that have among the lowest resilience capacity rankings of their peer 

townships also rank quite low on community institution vibrancy. These trends suggest 

that officials in townships with tenuous school quality may be prioritizing other kinds of 

community institutions in order to improve the fortunes of their MCDs; and even 

townships that enjoy high quality schools may see a drop in resilience capacity when 

falling short on community institution vibrancy. This idea is the basis for Finding #1 in 

the Findings and Discussion chapter that townships with middling or low school quality 

may be supporting forms of community institutions other than public schools as a way to 

increase the township’s appeal when the schools alone are not a sufficient reason for new 

families to move into the community or for current residents to remain. 

 

 
Figure 4.5a. 
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Figure 4.5b. 
 
 
Table 4.3. 
Title: ANOVA for Townships Movement Between School Quality Ranking and Community Institution  
Vibrancy Ranking (by School Quality Grouping) 
Dependent Variable: Movement on x-axis from School District SAT Score Rank Scatterplot to  
Community Institution Vibrancy Rank Scatterplot  
Independent Variable: School Quality 2000 Rank (High, Midrange, Low) 
__  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __ 
 

 High SQ  Midrange SQ Low SQ  F-stat p-value eta2 

Movement on x-axis 
Mean   -12.77  24.70  31.91  15.97 p<.001 0.470 
Standard Deviation   26.68  16.33  19.59 
Number of cases   12  16  11  (2, 36) 
 
Multiple Comparison (Scheffe) 
High vs. Midrange         p<.001 
High vs. Low         p<.001 
 
Note: Movement on x-axis was calculated as:  
          Community Institution Vibrancy Rank/81 – School District SAT Score Rank/35 
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Control Variables: Demographic Characteristics  

These indicators emphasize suburban trends and subpopulations that may reflect 

and shape the ways in which MCDs approach community life through community 

institutions. The four subpopulation categories focus on minority presence, educational 

attainment, and age. Length of residence is also considered as representing an important 

measure of suburban residential mobility trends. All demographic characteristic 

information is derived from the U.S. Census, 2000, and details of each are below. 

 

Minority Presence. Profile of General Demographic Characteristics, Census 2000 

Summary File 1, 100-Percent Data, entry: Percent One race, White. Minority presence is 

the percent of the population that identifies as other than white and is calculated as: 100 – 

Percent One race, White. The MCDs are reclassified into three categories as follows: 

1=’Low Minority’ (count: 34), 2=’Midrange Minority’ (count: 30), and 3=’High 

Minority’ (count: 17).  Figure 4.6 shows an interesting clustering of midrange minority 

more resilient townships at the far right of the scatterplot. An ANOVA detailed in Table 

4.4 confirms that the difference of mean community institution vibrancy rankings 

between the midrange minority group and the high minority group is statistically 

significant. These results suggest that midrange minority townships may be using 

inclusive kinds of community facilities as a way to manage increased levels of racial 

diversity. This idea is discussed in Finding #3 in the Findings and Discussion chapter. 
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Figure 4.6. 
 
 
Table 4.4. 
Title: ANOVA for Townships Community Institution Vibrancy Ranking (by Minority Presence Rank) 
Dependent Variable: Community Institution Vibrancy Rank  
Independent Variable: Minority Presence Rank (Low, Midrange, High) 
__  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __ 
 

 Low Min  Midrange Min High Min F-stat p-value eta2 

Community Institution  
Vibrancy Rank 
Mean   52.79  61.60  35.60  4.129 p<.05 0.187 
Standard Deviation  15.671  18.986  32.755 
Number of cases   14  20  5  (2, 36) 
 
Multiple Comparison (Scheffe) 
Midrange vs. High         p<.05 
 
 
 
Educational Attainment. Profile of Selected Social Characteristics, Census 2000 

Summary File 3, entry: Population 25 years and over, Percent bachelor’s degree or 

higher. The MCDs are reclassified into three categories as follows: 1=’High Educ’ 

(count: 22), 2=’Midrange Educ’ (count: 30), and 3=’Low Educ’ (count: 29). Figure 4.7 

shows that townships with high and midrange education display similar resilience 

capacity trends. The three low education townships that display relatively high resilience 
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rankings also rank above the median in community institution vibrancy and thus are 

possibly benefiting from attention to community institution vibrancy. The four low 

education townships that also display low levels of resilience and levels of community 

institution vibrancy below the median are possibly suffering from layers of disadvantage 

and are likely the most vulnerable townships in the study area. As such, this scatterplot 

suggests that it may be necessary to distinguish between two types of low education 

townships: (1) townships that may be stable working class communities and thus able to 

reap benefits from attention to community institution vibrancy, and (2) townships that are 

experiencing instability and layers of disadvantage such that they are unable to pay 

attention to the vibrancy of their community institutions. 

 

 
Figure 4.7. 
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Table 4.5. 
Title: ANOVA for Townships Community Institution Vibrancy Ranking (by Educational Attainment) 
Dependent Variable: Community Institution Vibrancy Rank  
Independent Variable: Educational Attainment Rank (High, Midrange, Low) 
__  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __  __ 
 

 High Educ Midrange Educ Low Educ F-stat p-value eta2 

Community Institution  
Vibrancy Rank 
Mean   59.75  60.94  31.14  8.653 p<.01 0.325 
Standard Deviation  19.965  12.514  17.715 
Number of cases   16  16  7  (2, 36) 
 
Multiple Comparison (Scheffe) 
High vs. Low         p<.01 
Midrange vs. Low         p<.01 
 
 
 
Length of Residence. Profile of Selected Housing Characteristics, Census 2000 Summary 

File 3, entries: Occupied Housing Units, YEAR HOUSEHOLDER MOVED INTO 

UNIT, 1995 to 1998; Occupied Housing Units, YEAR HOUSEHOLDER MOVED INTO 

UNIT, 1999 to March 2000. The percent of householders living in residence five years or 

less is calculated as the sum of the percentages from 1995 to 1998 and 1999 to March 

2000. The MCDs are reclassified into three categories as follows: 1=’High Turnover’ 

(count: 26), 2=’Midrange Turnover’ (count: 27), and 3=’Low Turnover’ (count: 28).  

Figure 4.8 shows that no significant differences exist among the three groups. 
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ANOVA for Townships Community Institution Vibrancy Ranking (by Length of Residence)  
is not statistically significant. 
 
Figure 4.8.  
 
 
 

Households with Persons 65 or Older. Profile of General Demographic Characteristics, 

Census 2000 Summary File 1, 100-Percent Data, entry: Percent of Households with 

individuals 65 years and over. The MCDs are reclassified into three categories as follows: 

1=’High HH 65+’ (count: 24), 2=’Midrange HH 65+’ (count: 36), and 3=’Low HH 65+’ 

(count: 21). Figure 4.9 shows that no significant differences exist among the three groups. 
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ANOVA for Townships Community Institution Vibrancy Ranking (by Percent of Householders 65 and above)  
is not statistically significant. 
 
Figure 4.9.  
 
 

Median Age. Profile of General Demographic Characteristics, Census 2000 Summary 

File 1, 100-Percent Data, entry: Total population, Median age (years). The MCDs are 

reclassified into three categories as follows: 1=’High Median Age’ (count: 23), 

2=’Midrange Median Age’ (count: 33), and 3=’Low Median Age’ (count: 25).  Figure 

4.10 shows that no significant differences exist among the three groups. 
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ANOVA for Townships Community Institution Vibrancy Ranking (by Median Age) is not statistically significant. 
 
Figure 4.10.  
 
 

 
4.1.5 Deconstructing Composite Indexes of Vibrancy and Resilience 

Up to this point, I have used a consolidated measure of the vibrancy of 

community institutions that combines libraries with recreation facilities.  In order to 

understand more fully the specific ways that community facilities add value to various 

types of inner suburbs, I now examine these two types of community institution 

separately, using the indicators of recreation spending and library circulation.  

Furthermore, I deconstruct the composite index of resilience, assessing each of its 

components separately. Each of the resilience capacity components – economic, socio-

demographic, and community connectivity – is composed of two indicators, for a total of 
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six different measures that go into that composite index.  The results of this exercise are 

reported in Tables 4.6a, 4.6b, 4.7a, and 4.7b, as follows: 

• when a trendline in each of these scatterplots registers an R-squared value of .1 or 
above, the result is noted as “Up” or “Down” according to its direction 
 

• if both trendlines of a resilience capacity component measure favorably, then that 
association is indicated as ‘STRONG’ on the Suggested Effects table 
 

• if only one trendline of a resilience capacity component measures favorably, then 
that association is indicated as ‘MODERATE’ on the Suggested Effects table; and  

• if neither trendline of a resilience capacity component measures favorably, then 
that association is indicated as ‘None’ on the Suggested Effects table.  

 

In a few instances, the placement of a point of a certain MCD is such that it 

changes the direction of the trendline; in those cases the MCD is treated as an outlier and 

removed from the analysis as indicated by the ‘w/ outlier’ notation in the tables. In other 

instances, the trendline slope is compromised by a benefit drop-off at a certain point 

whereby extreme recreation spending or library circulation does not translate into 

extreme benefits but rather benefits in keeping with more moderate vibrancy activity; in 

those cases the extreme MCDs are removed from the analysis as indicated by the ‘w/ 

diminish’ notation in the tables. 

 I also consider separately the effects of recreation spending and library circulation 

on each of the control variables only for townships at various levels of advantage. 

Measurable trends appear only in the scatterplots for the migration variable ‘Length of 

Residence.’ These two scatterplots are shown below as Figures 4.11a and 4.11b. All other 

scatterplots associated with both the trendline tables and the control variable trendline 

analysis are included in this dissertation’s Appendices B on pages 216-221. 
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 Tables 4.6a, 4.6b, 4.7a, and 4.7b show that public library vibrancy associates to a 

greater degree than parks and recreation vibrancy with all resilience indicators and for 

townships and boroughs at all levels of advantage. These results suggest that overall 

MCDs gain more resilience value from public library vibrancy than from parks and 

recreation vibrancy. This idea is the basis for Finding #4 in the Findings and Discussion 

chapter.  

Figures 4.11a and 4.11b show a curious upward trend for MCS townships 

suggesting that as community institution vibrancy increases, these townships are 

experiencing an increase in migration activity. These middle class suburbs, then, are 

bucking not only a regional but a national trend of decreasing migration activity possibly 

due to the housing crisis/economic recession during this decade (see Frey 2009). This 

result relates to Finding #1 in the Findings and Discussion chapter. 

 

Table 4.6a. Trendlines for Recreation Spending on Resilience Capacity Indicators 
 
 Economic Strength Socio-Demographic 

Appeal 
Community Connectivity 

 Market 
Value Per 
Capita 
Decade 
Change 

Median 
House 
Value 
Decade 
Change 

Population 
Decade 
Change, 
Percent 

Unemployment 
Decade Change 
(down means 
unemployment 
drop and better 
outcome) 

Neighbor 
Interaction 
2008/2010 

Place 
Attachment 
Decade 
Change 

TWP-AS/ET None None None None None Up 
TWP-MCS None None Up Up None None 
TWP-SWC/UC Up Up Up Down w/ 

outlier 
Up w/ 
diminish 

Up w/ outlier 

BOR-AS/ET None None None None None None 
BOR-SWC/UC None None None None None None 
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Table 4.6b. Suggested Effects of Trendlines for Recreation Spending on Resilience 
Capacity Components 
 
 Economic Strength Socio-Demographic Appeal Community Connectivity 

TWP-AS/ET None None MODERATE 
TWP-MCS None MODERATE None 
TWP-SWC/UC STRONG STRONG STRONG w/ diminish 
BOR-AS/ET None None None 
BOR-SWC/UC None None None 

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Table 4.7a. Trendlines for Library Circulation on Resilience Capacity Indicators 
 
 Economic Strength Socio-Demographic 

Appeal 
Community Connectivity 

 Market 
Value Per 
Capita 
Decade 
Change 

Median 
House 
Value 
Decade 
Change 

Population 
Decade 
Change, 
Percent 

Unemployment 
Decade Change 
(down means 
unemployment 
drop and better 
outcome) 

Neighbor 
Interaction 
2008/2010 

Place 
Attachment 
Decade 
Change 

TWP-AS/ET Up None Up w/ 
diminish 

Down None Up w/ 
diminish 

TWP-MCS Up Up Up w/ 
diminish 

None Up None 

TWP-SWC/UC Up Up Up Down w/ 
outlier 

Up Up 

BOR-ET None None Up Down None None 
BOR-SWC/UC None None None Down Up Up 

 
 
 
Table 4.7b. Suggested Effects of Trendlines for Library Circulation on Resilience 
Capacity Components 
 
 Economic Strength Socio-Demographic Appeal Community Connectivity 

TWP-AS/ET MODERATE STRONG w/ diminish MODERATE w/ diminish 
TWP-MCS STRONG MODERATE w/ diminish MODERATE 
TWP-SWC/UC STRONG STRONG STRONG 
BOR-ET None STRONG None 
BOR-SWC/UC None MODERATE STRONG 
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Figure 4.11a. 
 

 
Figure 4.11b. 
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4.1.6 Exploratory Data Analysis: Choropleth Maps 

Choropleth maps produced using ArcGIS software show the extent of the study 

area (see Figure 1.1 on page 11) and accompany many of the scatterplot and content 

analyses. The maps that pertain to and help interpret the main findings will appear in the 

Findings and Discussion Chapter where appropriate. Analyzing the initial scatterplot 

results in map form brings to light interesting trends that could be further investigated in 

the qualitative section. 

Figure 4.12 shows the geographic distribution of MCDs by quadrant for the main 

scatterplot: Resilience Capacity Rank by Community Institution Vibrancy (Figure 4.1). 

This geographic visualization of the main scatterplot reveals clusters of suburbs which 

are experiencing differing fortunes. For example, low performing MCDs seem to cluster 

in lower Delaware County suggesting that layers of disadvantage may adversely affect 

those places. Furthermore, the map reveals two clusters of townships with unusual 

variation in resilience capacity in relation to community institution vibrancy: one in the 

western section of Delaware County and another in the lower eastern section of 

Montgomery County. These clusters of greater variation became the basis for criterion #4 

when choosing MCDs for further study. 
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Figure 4.12. Map of Southeastern Pennsylvania Inner Suburbs Resilience Capacity by Community 
Institution Vibrancy, Geographic Distribution by Quadrant 
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4.2 Qualitative Content Analysis: Data Collection and Analysis 

One of the most intriguing findings in the quantitative analysis reported above is 

the suggestion that suburban townships displaying low or middling school quality may 

gain greater benefit from investing in their community facilities than do townships with 

high school quality. That finding suggests the possibility that some MCDs may be 

supporting their community facilities as a way to increase the township’s appeal, when 

the schools alone are not a sufficient reason for new families to move into the community 

or for current residents to remain.  In an effort to clarify whether and how suburban 

townships are employing this strategy to project a positive community profile, I examine 

the websites of a selected subgroup of communities to see how often, and in what ways, 

those MCDs describe schools and community facilities to define a public image. 

The qualitative content analysis addresses the following research question: As 

MCDs promote community institutions through publicly-disseminated media, how do 

their various emphases portray the character of the community? Through the content 

analysis, I aim to develop a more holistic picture of the role that community institutions 

play in each of the localities chosen for further study. Below are details of the qualitative 

data collection and analysis. 

 

4.2.1 Choosing MCDs for Further Study 

Seven categories of MCDs emerge from the quantitative analysis from which I 

choose a representative set in a purposive sampling as follows: 

1. Less Advantaged Townships with different resilience outcomes  

2. More Advantaged Midlevel Townships with only midrange school quality but 
high community institution vibrancy and high resilience capacity  
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3. More Advantaged Midlevel Townships with different diversity levels 

4. Geographically clustered townships with different resilience outcomes in relation 
to community institution vibrancy  

5. Middle Class Suburbs with different resilience outcomes  

6. More Advantaged Boroughs with unusually high resiliency measures but at 
opposite ends of the vibrancy spectrum  

7. More Advantaged “Blue Chip” Townships. 

Furthermore, there seem to be slight but noticeable differences in MCD outcomes 

by county; for that reason I also make sure to choose a range of MCDs from each of the 

three counties that comprise the bulk of the study area (Bucks, Delaware, and 

Montgomery).  This guide yields a total of 23 MCDs for the content analysis. The names 

of the 23 MCDs appear in boldface in Table A.1 on pages 205-207 and in Table A.5 on 

page 215.  

 
4.2.2 Collecting Data from Official MCD Websites 

Each MCD maintains an official website through which it relays important 

information to the public. In this way, the website can be considered an official portal 

through which the MCD conveys elements central to its place character. I use only 

information found directly on these websites or through links from the websites to MCD-

published materials such as newsletters and annual reports. I do not use MCD material 

that may exist but is not accessible from the official website. It is important to note that I 

do not assess the design quality of the websites or their ease of navigation; I am interested 

only if certain information can be found anywhere on the website, and I often search 

through a number of tabs to ensure that the information of interest -- such as a ‘places of 

worship’ listing -- is either presented or not. 
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 Initially I create a single word document for each MCD with the following 

information: all homepage tabs and information; information relating to parks and 

recreation, festivals/events, and libraries; information pertaining to the history and 

“about” the township; listing of community links; content of the most recently posted 

newsletter and/or annual report. However, since the content analysis is both deductive 

and inductive, I access each website several times to make sure that I search for an 

important element as it arises in the coding process; the pieces of information from 

subsequent visits to the website are documented separately as necessary. The complete 

coding record can be obtained by request. 

 
4.2.3 Applying Codes to The Data 

I import the word documents into an Atlas.TI 6 Hermeneutic Unit. From there I 

begin applying codes to specific portions of the text concerning the character of the 

community as it relates to community life and community institutions. While I already 

identify a few key concepts that expand upon the main findings from the quantitative 

analysis, such as references to public schools and township-wide festivals, the particular 

nature of the context in each MCD differs in ways I do not expect. After I apply a number 

of different codes, I group together ones I consider to represent a general idea, albeit in a 

slightly different manner. Therefore I name codes with a general prefix and more specific 

suffix so as to keep main concepts together while carving out space for differences. Other 

themes that become central to the qualitative analysis are ones that I do not anticipate, 

and in this way new ideas and findings emerge from this analysis.  
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In all cases the tallies are exhaustive and mutually exclusive. By this I mean that 

each MCD receives a single code for each category. In some cases, it makes the most 

sense to document the absence or presence of the element in a contingency analysis. For 

example, each MCD is coded as to whether its website offers a listing of places of 

worship where 0=no and 1=yes.  

In other categories I present the information as a continuum of greater emphasis 

or less emphasis. For example, the category ‘ACTIVE’ is a tally of instances in which the 

MCD articulates active community life and programming along nine dimensions. An 

MCD can score anywhere from 0 to 9 on this measure; MCDs scoring higher are 

considered more active in promoting community life through community institutions than 

ones scoring lower. In content analysis a continuum scale is often used to measure 

intensity levels of words or concepts (see Lashner 1984).  

For other categories, I note the presence of a certain attribute and draw inferences, 

but I do not draw inferences about the absence of that attribute in other MCDs. Thus 

these categories cannot be considered contingency analyses but ‘presence only’ analyses. 

For example, a few MCDs explicitly mention elements of diversity in their homepage 

messages; while I draw inferences about the character of these places with regard to 

openness to diversity, I do not assume that an absence of a clear mention of diversity on 

other MCD websites signals that the community is less open to diversity. Finally, I find a 

few instances in which MCDs undertake unusual initiatives connected to community life 

through community institutions; I take note of those MCDs in a ‘presence only’ construct 

and discuss the initiative where appropriate in the Findings and Discussion chapter. 
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Below is a description of the main categories that arise from the content analysis. Table 

A.5 on page 215 in this dissertation’s Appendices details the results. 

 

Presentation of School Options -- exhaustive and mutually exclusive -- 1=public school 

only listed; 2=public and private/parochial schools listed; 3=no prominent mention of 

school options. 

Active -- continuum – final tally is the sum of the presence of the following active-related 

categories: emphasis on civic involvement, township-wide festivals, library as main 

focus, extensive recreation programming, facility renovations, strong mayor, township 

takeover of private recreation facilities, community institutions listed in main tabs, 

community prioritized in homepage welcome message. 

Passive -- continuum – final tally is the sum of the presence of the following passive-

related categories: welcome message does not contain mention of community, weak 

mayor, no mention of township-wide festival, minimal recreation programming, minimal 

mention of library. 

Emphasis on Government Administration -- presence only – presence of one or both of 

the following categories: prominent mention of government as home rule or optional 

plan, strong emphasis on MCD administrative functions. 

Open – presence only – presence of one or more of the following categories: mention of 

cost considerations related to MCD programming, clear mention of diversity, clear 

mention of a website policy for listing organizations. 

Private – contingency – 0= no prominent emphasis on private institutions within MCD; 

1=prominent emphasis on private institutions within MCD. 
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Presentation of Worship Opportunities – contingency – 0=no listing of places of 

worship; 1=listing of places of worship. 

Prestige – presence only – presence of one or both of the following categories: 

articulation of community institutions as amenities, mention of MCD garnering awards or 

accolades as ‘best of’ in some way. 

Emphasis on Businesses/Nonprofits – presence only – presence of one or more of the 

following categories: MCD partners with local businesses to promote community 

institutions, MCD partners with nonprofit organizations to promote community 

institutions, prominent emphasis on business community. 

Emphasis on Neighborhoods – presence only – prominent mention of MCD as a 

compilation of neighborhoods. 

Unusual – presence only – prominent mention of an unusual community institution 

initiative. 

 

4.2.4 Documenting Associations: Scatterplots, Charts, Maps, and Quotes 
 

Much of the content analysis adds nuance and depth to the main findings and is 

presented through quotes, scatterplots, charts, and maps where appropriate in the 

Findings and Discussion chapter. However, below are the relevant scatterplots, charts, 

and a map from the two continuum categories and the presentation of public school 

options category.  

Results from the continuum categories – active and passive – are the basis for 

Finding #2 in the Findings and Discussion chapter. The scatterplot in Figure 4.13 reveals 

a positive association between resilience capacity and an active approach to promoting 
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community institutions; conversely, the scatterplot in Figure 4.14 shows a negative 

association between resilience capacity and a passive approach to community institutions. 

These results suggest that suburbs gain resilience value from the emphasis placed on 

promoting community life through community institutions. Also revealing is the 

accompanying map (Figure 4.15) which highlights the few MCDs that score high (2 or 3) 

on the passive continuum; this map suggests that a more passive approach to promoting 

and articulating community life through community institutions may possibly contribute 

to worse resilience outcomes even if the actual vibrancy is high.  

In keeping with the typology presented in the Theoretical Framework chapter, 

which distinguishes between different kinds of community institutions, the presentation 

of school options as well as the two contingency categories of the content analysis – 

private and religion -- classify MCDs according to their emphasis on community life 

through private-oriented community institutions. The bar chart in Figure 4.16 shows 

differences in how MCDs present private/parochial school options. This chart shows that 

private and/or parochial school options are mentioned only on websites of midrange 

school quality townships which suggests that officials in these places are acutely aware 

that the quality of their public schools does not match that of other MCDs they consider 

to be their peers; by presenting other options to potential residents, they may hope to 

allay concerns that residents would be limited to attending only the public schools in their 

township. This idea relates to Finding #1 in the Findings and Discussion chapter. 
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p<.05.  
 
Figure 4.13. 
 

 
p<.01 

Figure 4.14. 
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Figure 4.15. Map of Southeastern Pennsylvania Inner Suburbs Resilience Capacity by 
Community Institution Vibrancy for MCDs Included in Content Analysis, Highlighting MCDs 
that Register High for ‘Passive’ 
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Chi Square: p<.01 

Figure 4.16. 

 
 
 

4.3 Conclusion 

The data presented in this chapter form the basis for the five main findings 

presented in the next chapter. Four findings arise from the quantitative analysis, and one 

stems from the qualitative analysis. The exploratory approach allowed me to discover and 

pursue two of the findings related to dynamics I had not anticipated. Thus, the data 

analysis for this dissertation generated a comprehensive understanding of the myriad, 

albeit often subtle, ways in which community institutions add value to inner suburbs.  
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

In Chapter 4 I presented the data and analysis that led to the five main findings of 

this study. Here I utilize insights from the qualitative content analysis as well as relevant 

existing literature to draw inferences about the possible processes that may account for 

the results. While the findings are presented separately, it is not my intention to assert 

that each works independently. Rather, I contend that each finding as it relates to an 

individual MCD becomes part of the complex socioecosystem that distinguishes it from 

nearby places and helps determine its future directions. 

The political fragmentation that exists in this study area contributes to differences 

in the character of MCDs – differences that emerge through their distinct websites. Each 

MCD bears the markings of a unique history and set of circumstances. Thus the 

fragmented nature of this study area proves to be an asset when attempting to understand 

the differing fortunes of local places within a single region. At the end of this chapter, I 

offer some thoughts on the transferability of these findings given the distinct nature of 

this study area. I also discuss some limitations of the study and directions for future 

research. 

 

5.1 Finding #1 
 
Townships with middling or low school quality may be supporting forms of community 
institutions other than public schools (namely libraries, parks and recreation, 
events/festivals) as a way to increase the township's appeal when the schools alone are 
not a sufficient reason for new families to move into the community or for current 
residents to remain. 
 
 



 141 

Evidence for this intriguing finding appeared in both the quantitative and qualitative 

analyses. Figures 4.5a and 4.5b on page 116 suggest that in townships with middling and 

low school quality, resilience is connected more to the vibrancy of the MCD’s 

community institution vibrancy than to school quality. And Figure 4.16 on page 139 

showed clearly that the MCDs with middling school quality are the only ones that 

mention private and/or parochial school options on their websites.  

 Middling school quality MCDs mention schooling options other than the public 

system in a variety of ways on their websites. For example, within a series of bullet 

points with the header “Families relocate to Warminster Township because…”, bullet 

number two reads “Choices of public and parochial schools, elementary through high 

school” (Warminster Township website 2013). Springfield Township (Delaware County, 

or Delco) begins its homepage welcome message with the following: “Springfield 

Township has one of the finest public and private school systems…” (Springfield 

Township Delco website 2013).  

It is important to note here that the MCDs do not manage or run the school 

districts. School districts are completely separate entities with autonomous 

decisionmaking power through elected school boards as well as the power to levy taxes 

directly on households. Therefore, MCD websites offer school contact information 

primarily from some version of a “Communiy Links” tab. While all of the high and low 

school quality MCDs list contact information for or mention only their public school 

district in these community link tabs (or they fail to mention schools at all which occurs 

in only a few cases), most of the middling school quality MCDs list and offer contact 
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information for both public and private options. For example, under the a General 

Information>Links tab, Horsham Township lists the following: 

 

 

Notice that Horsham Township officials choose to list education options strictly 

in alphabetical order which in effect buries their public school system and downplays its 

importance. Another common strategy for middling school quality MCDs is to prioritize 

the public school district while also listing other options. For example, on Abington 

Township’s website, school options are presented as follows:  

Figure 5.1. Screen Shot of Horsham Township Education Links Listing. 
Source: Horsham Township website 2013. 
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While each of these places conveys the information in a slightly different manner, 

the overall effect is similar. The underlying message conveyed is that a resident has 

education choices other than the public school system. Across these 23 MCDs, only ones 

with middling school quality choose to send such a message and most of these (7/10) find 

it prudent to do so. The data suggest that officials in these places are acutely aware that 

the quality of their public school system does not match that of other MCDs they 

consider to be their peers (other more advantaged suburbs); by presenting other options, 

they may hope to allay concerns that school quality-conscious people may have about 

either remaining in or moving to the township.  

 What these townships have more control in offering to residents – existing and 

potential -- is excellent quality MCD-controlled community institutions. In a middling 

Figure 5.2. Screen Shot of Abington Township School Information Listing.  
Source: Abington Township website 2013. 
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school quality township, offering exceptional community services/programming helps 

cultivate a sense that this is a high quality place in which a resident can access the 

suburban American dream. 

 For more resilient low school quality townships, the reasoning is much the same. 

However, these are places that may not be hoping to attract residents of a similar 

demographic to the affluent suburbs. These places are largely stable working 

communities and as such attract a demographic that may have different goals for public 

education than do professionals from affluent suburbs. It is noteworthy that none of the 

low school quality townships mentions private school options on its website. This 

suggests that officials in low school quality townships are not concerned about the public 

schools being a deterrent for residents to either stay in or move to the township. That 

suggests that in these MCDs, place quality -- inasmuch as it relates to any sort of 

community institution -- is conveyed more by vibrant community life through public 

libraries, parks and recreation facilities and festival/events than by school quality. 

 

5.1.1 School Quality vs. Community Institution Vibrancy in Middle Class Townships 

Most of the middle class suburbs fall into the middling school quality category 

save two (Aston being a more resilient low school quality MCD and its neighbor 

Middletown Township Delco ranking as a high school quality MCD). Middle class 

suburbs share other distinguishable trends presented in Chapter 4 which may be relevant 

to this discussion. First, middle class suburbs gained the highest percentage of public 

facility usage from 2004 to 2010 such that as of 2010, their usage rate is roughly on par 

with the more advantaged affluent suburbs and established towns. Second, middle class 
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suburbs exhibit the curious trend of positive associations between length of residence and 

both community institution vibrancy measures (see Figures 4.11a and 4.11b on page 127, 

trendlines for Midrange Advantaged Townships). This suggests that middle class suburbs 

are seeing more migration activity as their community institution vibrancy rises.  

 Middle class suburbs possess a good measure of post-war low density housing 

stock (MPIP 2013) and as such are vulnerable to the built-in expiration date that plagues 

a number of inner ring suburbs across the nation. However, Figures 4.4a and 4.4b on 

page 113 show that these midrange advantaged suburbs, which on the whole have 

middling school quality, exhibit strong levels of community institution vibrancy. 

Furthermore, Table 4.1 on page 105 shows that the percentage of residents using public 

recreation facilities in middle class suburbs grew dramatically over the decade, and 

Figures 4.11a and 4.11b on page 127 show an association between community institution 

vibrancy and an increase in migration activity. These trends together suggest that middle 

class suburbs, at least the ones that exhibit strong community institution vibrancy, may be 

seeing a payoff in increased migration of a demographic that in an earlier era may have 

overlooked these middle class places in favor of more advantaged suburbs. If we factor in 

the economic recession that descended upon the U.S. toward the end of the decade, it is 

possible that homebuyers found these places teeming with community life as an 

affordable alternative to higher priced affluent suburbs. This theory assumes not that 

middle class suburbs are magically figuring out ways to persuade their residents to use 

public recreation facilities when they had not been in the habit of doing so, but rather, 

that a new demographic – one that is more inclined to take advantage of public recreation 

facilities and in that way resembles a traditional suburbanite living in a more advantaged 
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community – may be moving in. If this is the case, then middle class suburbs have a lot to 

gain by paying attention to community life through community institutions. And the keen 

attention placed on private school options underscores the idea that middle class suburbs 

are striving to gain new education-conscious residents. 

 This trend may possibly account for the curious variation in resilience capacity of 

the cluster of townships in Delaware County of Aston, Middletown, Upper Providence, 

and Nether Providence. Aston Township exhibits low school quality yet ranks higher in 

resilience capacity than the three other townships all of which enjoy high school quality. 

However, Aston’s community institution vibrancy is high and far outranks two of the 

three other townships, namely Upper Providence and Nether Providence. A close look at 

the Aston Township website suggests that this is a place that prioritizes community life 

through community institutions; prominent on its website is the following: 

Throughout the year Aston Township and many of its wonderful organizations and 
people put on an assortment of programs for the residents: Easter Egg Hunts, July 4th 
Fireworks, an annual parade and Community Day, a children’s Winter Fun Festival, and 
many programs put on at the Aston Library and Community Center just to name a few. 
                                                                                            (Aston Township website 2013) 

 

While the other three townships host sporadic events, the breadth and continual 

nature of Aston’s municipally-sponsored community events throughout the year is 

unusual. Furthermore, Aston began the decade with the lowest median house value of the 

four townships and ranked lower in median house value rise than the other three. Aston 

has the lowest median school tax rate and ranks lower in school tax rate increase over the 

decade than the other three townships (Parks and Palmer 2013). So it is likely that 

Aston’s lower house prices and lighter school tax burden worked in its favor during the 

recession. However, its strong resilience showing belies the reality of its relatively low 
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school quality. If the hypothesis put forth in this section has merit, then a possible 

explanation for Aston’s high resilience compared to its neighboring townships is that its 

high level of community vibrancy was enough of a draw for people to overlook the 

relatively poor quality of its public schools in order to take advantage of its affordable 

housing market. In Tiebout’s terminology, Aston’s package of services and amenities 

best met potential residents’ requirements. 

 

5.2 Finding #2 
 
Townships possibly gain resilience value from promoting community institutions in an 
active way. Conversely, approaching community institutions in a passive way may 
possibly contribute to worse resilience outcomes. 
 
 

This intriguing finding arises from the qualitative content analysis. It relates to an 

ongoing debate around suburban growth processes. On the one hand, Farley (1964) and 

like-minded scholars argue that a suburb’s essential characteristics persist over long 

periods of time even through periods of rapid growth and change. In contrast, Logan 

(1978; also Logan and Schneider 1981, Collver and Semyonov 1979) and like-minded 

scholars contend that suburban growth is shaped by forces of competition and 

governmental policy strategy whereby localities actively seek to gain and maintain 

advantage often at the expense of neighboring communities. In Farley’s construct, a 

passive approach to suburban governance would suffice; but in Logan’s construct, an 

active approach would be necessary for a suburb to thrive.  

 Elements of both active and passive approaches to governance around community 

institutions are observable on MCD websites. Figures 4.13-4.15 on pages 137-138 
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present the general trends. Figure 4.13 shows a positive association between active 

promotion of community institutions and resilience capacity rank. Conversely, Figure 

4.14 shows a negative association between a passive approach to community institutions 

and resilience capacity rank. And the map in Figure 4.15 underscores the notion that an 

active approach to community institutions may be making a difference: most of the few 

townships (4/5) with low resilience are also the only ones to register high on the passive 

continuum. These results lend credence to Logan’s idea of suburban growth as an active 

and strategic process, one in which local governments are consciously responding to 

increased competition and changing global forces. 

 MCDs register as being active with respect to community institutions in a number 

of ways. A few stress citizen participation on township boards and civic organizations 

(Abington, Lower Merion, Narberth, and Radnor). Quite a few township websites 

mention extensive renovation and/or construction of community institution facilities 

(Aston, Bensalem, Horsham, Lower Merion, Lower Southampton, Narberth, Springfield 

Delco, and Whitemarsh). The websites of certain places point to the public library as 

being a central focus of community life (Cheltenham, Lower Merion, Marple, Narberth, 

Radnor, Springfield [Montgomery County, or Montco], and Upper Merion). And while 

all MCDs list parks and recreation offerings, some places seemed to sponsor more 

extensive programming (Abington, Bensalem, Cheltenham, East Norriton, Horsham, 

Lower Southampton, Marple, Middletown Delco, Narberth, Plymouth, Radnor, 

Springfield Delco, Upper Darby, Upper Merion, Whitemarsh, and Warminster). 

A surprising number of MCDs sponsor extensive community programming 

through township-wide festivals and/or events (Aston, Bensalem, Bristol, Cheltenham, 
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Conshohocken, Narberth, Upper Merion, Upper Providence, Warminster). Often the 

activity coalesces around a major township-wide festival (Aston, Bensalem, Cheltenham, 

Horsham, Lower Southampton, Middletown Delco, Plymouth, Radnor, Upper Darby, 

Upper Merion, Warminster, and Whitemarsh). In a few cases the festivals are 

longstanding, beloved events (Bensalem being a notable example). But in other cases, a 

recent festival is billed as the “7th annual” as is the case in Upper Darby; thus many 

township festivals are more recent additions to the township’s community-building 

strategy. Given that townships developed incrementally without a built-in sense of 

cohesion, the emphasis on community life through township-wide festivals and events is 

striking. It suggests that some inner ring suburban government officials are grasping the 

idea that community-oriented strategies to enhance place quality can work. 

Another unusual sign of activism has occurred in townships that have taken over 

private recreation facilities when faced with the prospect of losing them altogether to 

developers. This is the case in Bensalem, Marple, and Springfield Montco, all of which 

bought and continue to run country clubs in their communities. Lower Southampton took 

ownership of an area swim club that is now a prime focus of community life there.  

Two communities show evidence of a Mayor as a strong leader propelling the 

MCD’s community agenda forward. Such is the case in Bensalem whose longstanding 

Mayor is a relentless cheerleader for the township both to build community among 

residents and spearhead economic development in the township. In Narberth the Mayor 

acts in a similar manner by proactively blogging and sending e-mail blasts with 

highlights of each week’s events. Otherwise mundane events take on added community-

building benefits because of the Mayor’s proclivity toward  community connectivity. For 
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example, on the first day of the kids’ soccer league season, he organizes and personally 

oversees a community cleat exchange during that time so that fast-growing soccer players 

don’t have to buy new shoes each year. Narberth’s Mayor is personally involved in most 

of Narberth’s multitude of activities, and his efforts help nurture a true community 

feeling in this vibrant borough.  

 On the flip side are MCDs whose websites convey the sense that less attention is 

paid to community institutions. While some MCDs score a “1” on the passive scale, I 

consider that a score of “1” is not enough to designate the MCD as passive since an 

indication of passivity on one indicator is often coupled with an active approach on 

another (for example, minimal library programming but an active festival life). On a few 

MCD websites, however, passive elements are found more than once. Nether Providence 

has the highest passive score with minimal parks and recreation programming, no 

mention of a township-wide festival, and passive language about library upgrading: 

Since 1974, usage of the library has increased dramatically, placing a strain on the current 
facilities and preventing the library from offering the environment and the services that 
our patrons want and need. The quality of life we enjoy in our community has always 
attracted families who value education and who want a strong Library for their children, 
grandchildren, and themselves. 
       (Nether Providence website 2013) 

 

Given that its peer MCDs are allocating significant resources for library upgrades 

and in some cases total renovations, this acknowledgement of deficiency without a stated 

commitment to improvement stands out as an indication of a lack of dedication to 

community facilities.  Other townships follow suit with multiple instances of a passive 

approach to community institutions. Abington Township does not mention anything 

about community institutions in its welcome message and makes no mention of a 
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township-wide festival or event. Bristol Township has minimal parks and recreation 

programming and makes almost no mention of its library. And Upper Darby has a weak 

Mayor whose role is primarily administrative and the website hardly mentions its public 

library.  

The map in Figure 4.15 on page 138 highlights the boundary lines surrounding a 

number of townships that show an unexpected pattern: although their community 

institutions rank as vibrant by my measures, that institutional vibrancy has not produced 

resilience. The trait which those MCDs share – and which may well explain this anomaly 

– is that they rank as passive when it comes to promoting their community institutions 

and assets. This suggests that for suburban community institutions, presence alone may 

not be sufficient to impact place quality but must be coupled with an active approach to 

ensuring their vibrancy.  

Taken together, these data suggest that many townships may adhere to Logan’s 

suburban growth strategy of maximizing advantage through competitive policymaking. 

This could account for the fact that three of the area’s most privileged townships – Lower 

Merion, Radnor, and Upper Merion – all rank in the top ten for community institution 

vibrancy. While it would seem like a large and unnecessary commitment for these places 

to expend so much effort on publicly-funded community institutions when their school 

systems are stellar and their commercial economic bases are solid, they may be shrewdly 

using their resources to fortify what they know are well-liked community resources that 

add to their allure and reputation.  
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5.3 Finding #3 
 
Midrange minority townships may be using inclusive kinds of community facilities as a 
way to manage increasing levels of racial diversity. 
 
 

American suburbs have not historically been open to racial diversity (Danielson 

1976, Frug 2006). Even though there have been some inroads into suburbia by black 

populations in the Northeast and Midwest, this trend has not been coupled with a 

substantial increase in integration (Lucy and Phillips 2006). Blacks tend to settle in 

mostly-black neighborhoods (Wiese 2003) reinforcing a pattern of concentrated 

decentralization. Often these small jurisdictions have levels of concentrated poverty 

similar to those in inner city ghettos but with fewer resources to provide needed services 

(Lucy and Phillips 2006, Orfield 2002).  

The immigrant suburbanization experience stands in contrast to the persistent 

discrimination faced by blacks. Instead of first settling in urban neighborhoods as was the 

immigrant pattern for decades, new immigrants are often now moving directly to 

suburban locations and transforming the long-standing white suburban culture in the 

process (Singer 2008, Hardwick 2008). Singer (2008) posits that new immigrants are 

attracted especially to older suburbs for their affordable housing, access to mass 

transportation, safety, and good schools. Price and Singer (2008) argue that immigrants 

are being embraced by suburban local officials as the preferred way to fulfill the call for 

greater suburban diversity instead of opening doors to blacks. 

 The inner suburbs of Southeastern Pennsylvania are an example of, and not the 

exception to, this checkered history. Yet the data show that these inner suburbs are slowly 

diversifying. Figure 5.3 presents three categories of diversification rates in townships 
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from 2000 to 2010, rates which in percentage terms range from 1.1% to 40.7%. For the 

most part, the MCDs that began the decade with the highest proportion of white-only 

population tended to diversify the slowest, and, conversely, the MCDs that began the 

decade with the highest proportion of minority population tended to diversify the fastest. 

This is why Figure 5.3 and Figure 4.6 on page 118 look so similar. 

 

 

Furthermore, Figure 5.4 highlights that the majority of the study area’s more advantaged 

MCDs are experiencing gradual and steady diversification; many of those townships are 

in that interesting cluster of places with highly vibrant community institutions at the 

upper far right of the Figure 5.3 scatterplot.  

The maps in Figures 5.4 and 4.12 on page 129 also shed new light on interesting 

variation by county in stable working community (SWC) clusters. Lower Bucks County 

SWCs are all diversifying steadily and the exhibit a varied pattern of resilience whereas 

Figure 5.3. 
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the cluster of SWCs in Lower Delaware County display more extreme patterns of either 

rapid or slow diversification coupled with universal low resilience. While it is outside of 

the scope of this study to pursue this idea further, differences by county deserve more 

attention. 

 

 
Figure 5.4. Map of Southeastern Pennsylvania Inner Suburbs in Relation to Suburb 
Type, Highlighting MCDs that Experienced Gradual/Steady Diversification 2000-2010. 
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The content analysis adds insight to these trends. Certain of these townships 

positively identify diversity as a central element in their communities. On the 

Cheltenham Township website (2013) homepage, the town is introduced as “A diverse 

community of nearly 37,000….”  The mission statement on the Upper Merion Township 

website (2013) lists “cultural harmony” as one of its three main goals (notably along with 

“community vitality”). Lower Merion Township (2013) describes itself as “a community 

of diverse interests, backgrounds, and opinions.” In a possible nod to growing socio-

economic diversity in their communities, three townships – Springfield Montco, Upper 

Merion, and Upper Providence – all expressly mention cost considerations associated 

with community institutions. For example, the Springfield Township Montco website 

(2013) states, “It is the philosophy of the Board of Commissioners to offer free access to 

all of our recreation areas.” Finally, three townships (Springfield Montco, Lower Merion, 

and Middletown Delco) expressly state a website policy associated with listing outside 

organizations. For example, the Springfield Township Montco (2013) website states, “It 

is the policy of Springfield Township to link only with federal, state and local 

government agencies, and any local entity that is directly affiliated with the Springfield 

Township community.” In this way, Springfield Montco portrays to anyone browsing its 

website that the separation of private and public is central to its place character. 

Finally, two townships institute special community institution initiatives expressly 

for their diversifying residential base. Upper Darby Township runs a Welcome Center to 

help new immigrants settle into the township (Upper Darby township website 2013). And 

Cheltenham Township offers free transportation around the township for residents 65 and 

older (Cheltenham Township website 2013). It is important to note that both Upper 
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Darby and Cheltenham fall into the rapidly diversifying category and therefore likely 

witnessed diversification in their communities earlier than the other townships included 

in the content analysis. These two townships, then, may possibly be on the cutting edge 

of servicing suburban diversity. 

In contrast, low minority/slowly diversifying townships frequently offer contact 

information for private or more exclusive forms of community institutions that may 

possibly encourage community life through exclusive avenues at least on par with MCD-

run inclusive institutions. For example, on the Springfield Township Delco website, two 

large boxes tout a Country Club and Golf Course in the township while the welcome 

message mentions private schools and churches before listing its other community 

institutions as follows: 

Springfield Township has one of the finest public and private school systems, churches of 
various denominations, an excellent public library, a country club with municipal golf 
course, a swimming pool, a clubhouse, and an indoor ice skating rink, and an extensive 
park system of 211 acres in 24 locations which offer playing fields that provide athletic 
and recreational relaxation which are utilized by various athletic organizations and 
residents. 
                                                                         (Springfield Township Delco website 2013) 

 

The difference in approach as detailed above between the two Springfield 

Townships (one in Delco and the other in Montco) is striking. Although both share a 

number of characteristics in common including suburb type and public school quality, 

they differ in minority presence with Springfield Montco in the midrange category and 

Springfield Delco in the low category. Springfield Montco is one of the two townships of 

middling school quality that chooses to list only its public school district, while not 

surprisingly, Springfield Delco offers contact information for both public and private 

schools. The contrast suggests that in these two communities the divergent emphases on 
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private entities within the township may both reflect and shape their differing minority 

presence trajectories. 

These data suggest that officials in diversifying suburbs may be nurturing 

community life through inclusive kinds of community institutions as a strategy for 

integrating steadily increasing percentages of minority residents. Similar to Anderson’s 

(2011) portrayal of the urban cosmopolitan canopy -- venues where interracial interaction 

is frequent and positive -- suburban community institutions in the form of public libraries, 

parks and recreation facilities, and festivals/events may possibly also act as canopies for 

frequent and meaningful encounters. Grasmuck (2005) documents the cross-racial and 

cross-cultural connections that develop in a changing urban neighborhood among 

otherwise apprehensive neighbors while logging time together watching their children’s 

baseball league games; suburbs are teeming with organized sporting events and similar 

opportunities for spectators to build connections on the sidelines (see Walljasper 2010 for 

an argument along these lines).  

Orfield and Luce (2012) theorize that integrated suburbs hold the promise of 

economic and educational racial parity but only if they can stave off the tendency toward 

resegregation. The rapidly diversifying townships in this study area all began the decade 

with the highest levels of non-white residents. A few have already passed the 

resegregation tipping point and these MCDs exhibit low resiliency.  

But other seemingly vulnerable MCDs are staying relatively resilient. Many other 

suburbs are experiencing gradual rates of diversification suggesting the possibility that in 

these places residents of varying races are integrating into the community fabric. In all of 

these more resilient places, community institution vibrancy is strong. This suggests the 
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possibility that civic-oriented community institutions may be acting as forms of suburban 

cosmopolitan canopies. 

 

5.4 Finding #4 
 
MCDs seem to gain more resilience value overall from public library vibrancy than 
from parks and recreation vibrancy. 
 
 

When plotting deconstructed forms of both the resilience capacity and community 

institution vibrancy indices by MCD classification and suburb type, resilience 

components associate across the board to a greater degree with library vibrancy than with 

parks and recreation vibrancy (see Tables 4.6a, 4.6b, 4.7a, and 4.7b on pages 125-126). It 

is notable, however, that the disparity does not hold for less advantaged townships; in 

these places the associations are strong for both vibrancy indicators as well as for each 

resilience element. It may be argued, then, that community institution vibrancy may 

possibly hold the most promise for adding value in less advantaged townships. This idea 

is in keeping with the Fels Institute finding that the positive association between house 

value and proximity to a branch of the Free Library of Philadelphia is more pronounced 

in less advantaged communities than in more advantaged ones (Diamond et al. 2010).  

 The positive association between library vibrancy and all elements of suburban 

resilience is encouraging. This pattern lends credence to the theory that a library may 

serve as the hub of the community and is an important civic facility around which 

communities might possibly coalesce (Walljasper 2010; Dudley 2013). Scholars have 

posited similar impacts from urban libraries (see Putnam and Feldstein 2003; The Urban 

Libraries Council et al. 2005; Giles et al. 2013; Diamond et al. 2010). Only scant 
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attention has been paid to these kinds of effects in inner suburban communities (see 

Wiegand 2011). But the nature of the suburban automobile culture -- where less daily 

interaction occurs on streets busy with pedestrian traffic -- points to increased opportunity 

for specific venues to act as community-oriented third places (see Oldenburg 1989). 

Vibrant public libraries, then, as civic facilities bustling with continual ingress and 

egress, have the potential to act as a hub of a suburban community (Walljasper 2010; 

Senville 2009; Leckie 2004; Putnam and Feldstein 2003).  

 The general indication from the MCD websites is that many do view their 

libraries as a vibrant center for the community, and a variety of programming is 

commonly offered at libraries for all ages from tot story times to senior seminars. For 

some places the library seems to be the main venue for community programming. For 

example, on the Marple Township website (2013) prominent “Township Notes” section 

on the homepage, a list of seven upcoming not-to-miss events at the Marple Public 

Library is the prime bullet, and two other library-oriented blurbs also appear. As noted 

earlier, a surprising number of townships post about recent library renovations which, in 

this uncertain economic climate, underscores the idea that the public library is a valuable 

and essential community resource. 

Scholars assert that urban public libraries spawn area economic development as 

well as positively affect the value of nearby homes (The Urban Libraries Council et al. 

2005; Putnam and Feldstein 2003; Diamond et al. 2010). These results provide further 

evidence of this phenomenon and extend the theory to inner suburbs. All township types 

register positive associations between library vibrancy and the commercial indicator of 

market value per capita change. That the effect is only apparent in townships, and not in 
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suburban boroughs, is an interesting twist that suggests that for libraries in these large 

and less cohesive MCDs, proximity may not be essential for associated economic 

development, but that the township overall seems to garner more commercial/industrial 

interest when a library within its jurisdiction has substantial activity. And while the 

economic effects seem limited to townships, this is not the case for the socio-

demographic and community elements in which positive associations are apparent for 

both townships and boroughs of all levels of advantage. The associations across the board 

on people-oriented measures suggest that a vibrant public library may act as a bellwether 

signaling community capability (Walljasper 2010). 

Finding only sporadic associations between community resiliency and the 

vibrancy of parks and recreation is less encouraging. However, there are a few intriguing 

results such as the strong association for less advantaged townships for all three resilience 

components. That parks and recreation vibrancy in less advantaged townships strongly 

associates with resilience capacity components may speak to the fact that these places are 

generally ones with less affluent residents who may rely more heavily on public 

recreation facilities than private options with higher fees like swim and tennis clubs, 

soccer camps, etc. Possibly, then, parks and recreation vibrancy takes on added 

significance. This is certainly the case in Bensalem, a stable working community that far 

outperforms its peers in terms of community institution vibrancy. Yet its library vibrancy 

is slightly below average. In Bensalem, community life is nurtured most actively through 

the parks and recreation department and events/festivals. And there is a plethora of 

community life through community institutions in Bensalem as can be seen from its 

website homepage featuring community events held at its amphitheater, a fall festival tab 
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that leads to a dedicated page with a full color poster for this year’s festival as well as a 

message from the mayor and an hour long video of the 2012 festivities, news that begins 

with two items related to community institutions, and notices down the left side including 

the summer parks and recreation brochure flyer: 

 

Figure 5.5. Screen Shot of Bensalem Township Official Website Homepage.  
Source: Bensalem Township website, retrieved 7/18/2013. 
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Bensalem, as has been documented throughout this chapter, provides a stellar example of 

how a concerted effort to promote community life through community institutions can be 

effective in a large, less advantaged, suburban township. 

 Warminster Township which, ranks among the highest in community institution 

vibrancy, provides an intriguing example of how a midrange advantaged township can 

partner with its small business community in order to provide innovative recreation 

facilities to its residents. The Warminster Township website introduces the township’s 

“Safety town” as follows:  

Warminster Township Parks and Recreation and Warminster Rotary Present Safety Town  
What is SAFETY TOWN? Safety Town is a miniaturized version of Warminster 
Township where young children can ride tricycles and big wheels and play in a make-
believe town. All the storefronts and street buildings will be local businesses and the 
safety signs and street markings have been shrunk down to smaller size to help teach the 
importance of street safety to our youngsters. Stop signs, street lights, a railroad crossing, 
and pedestrian crosswalks are all included. The buildings have been designed for 
interactive play and there is even a sandbox. There is plenty to spur the imagination of 
any child! 
                                                                                   (Warminster Township website 2013) 

 

The township solicited sponsorships from local businesses for Safety Town’s 

“storefronts” thus defraying building costs. But Safety Town is much more than an 

affordable recreation space; Warminster Township cleverly designed this public 

recreation space to also promote a small town sensibility and build place attachment to 

the township as well as to establishments that have a uniquely Warminster feel. Township 

businesses actively support many recreation department services and offerings 

(Warminster Township website 2013). 

 In more advantaged townships, association between parks and recreation vibrancy 

and resilience capacity seems to be less salient. However, the association for these 
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townships with only the place attachment measure is intriguing. These are places that can 

be considered to most closely carry on the legacy of the bourgeois utopias. It is 

interesting then, that the emotive measure of place attachment in these places would 

associate with parks and recreation vibrancy. Parks and recreation, then, may be valuable 

possibly by adding to the general allure of these privileged townships. It is possible that 

these places are becoming less affordable, and will more likely attract the kind of people 

who greatly value the kind of mythmaking that defines these places as special (and of 

which community life/community facilities are a part). Place attachment is identified as a 

key mechanism for the creation of neighborhood social capital. As such, place attachment 

is a potentially powerful phenomenon that may turn commitment to place into the kind of 

beneficial community action that is often seen in these privileged places (see Moloch, 

Freudenburg, and Paulsen 2000). 

 

5.5 Finding #5 
 
Boroughs seem to operate in a different fashion from townships when it comes to 
gaining value from libraries and parks and recreation programs. It is possible that the 
town plans of boroughs lead them towards nurturing community life through their 
potential as "main street" communities. 
 
 

Boroughs as presented in Chapter 4 are communities organized around a single 

town center, and many have embraced the “main street” character that has defined these 

places over time. A “main street” is the commercial road of a small town that also serves 

as its central meeting place and ostensibly becomes the heart of the community (Orvell 

2012). The image of the small town sensibility that main streets conjure continues to 

captivate many with a nostalgic longing for a less complicated life (see Orvell 2012 for a 
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comprehensive accounting of the myths and realities of Main Street America). Especially 

in the boroughs categorized as Established Towns, the main street community feel is 

often distinguished by an active street life. It is curious, then, that public libraries – which 

add to the activity – have less overall benefit in these places. It is possible that 

community connectivity in these places is driven less by publicly funded infrastructure 

and more from an active small business community in third places such as coffee shops 

and general stores (see Oldenburg 1989). 

While smaller budgets and limited open space in these smaller MCDs may 

influence their overall weak parks and recreation vibrancy showing, the data show that 

many rank high in resilience capacity. It is not prudent to assume that these places do not 

value or enjoy a vibrant community life. It is possible that boroughs are able to nurture 

community life through other means. It is also possible that the inherent cohesiveness 

built into boroughs may engender opportunities for a vibrant community and festival life. 

With an eye toward better understanding the different ways that boroughs successfully 

nurture community life, I chose two boroughs for the content analysis that both rank as 

one of the top 10 MCDs overall for resilience capacity but fall on opposite ends of the 

spectrum for community institution vibrancy: Conshohocken and Narberth. 

Conshohocken Borough was chosen since it is a more resilient borough with relatively 

low community institution vibrancy, and its reputation as a main street community is 

growing. Narberth Borough was chosen since it has highest community institution 

vibrancy rank of the more resilient boroughs. Each ranks high on both community 

connectivity measures, neighborhood interaction and place attachment. 
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The introduction on its website homepage describes Conshohocken Borough as 

follows:  

We are located in Southern Pennsylvania, about 15 miles from Center City 
Philadelphia.  The Borough is 1.03 square miles in area and is home to over 7,800 
people.  Over the last three decades, Conshohocken has developed into one of the most 
important activity centers in Montgomery County.  Conshohocken represents one of 
America’s most successful transformations from a mill town to a modern center of office 
and hotel services and water front residential living. Historically a large mill town and 
industrial and manufacturing center, after the decline of industry in recent years 
Conshohocken has developed into a center of riverfront commercial and residential 
development. 
     (Conshohocken Borough website 2013) 

 

 The borough’s historical emergence as an industrial mill town lends itself well to 

its redevelopment centered on business and industry and a general proclivity away from 

publicly-funded entities. The active main community center in the borough, The 

Fellowship House, originally was financed by Conshohocken-based industries; now it is 

privately owned and residents pay an annual membership fee for use (Conshohocken 

Borough website 2013). A proposed dog park championed by borough residents qualifies 

its efforts as follows: “The Dog Park will be built on Borough owned land, but building 

costs will be privately funded” (Conshohocken Borough website 2013). As opposed to 

other MCDs in which the Mayor actively promotes the township-sponsored activities, the 

mayor of Conshohocken has a more passive role in this regard: “The primary 

responsibility of the Mayor is to direct the activities of the Borough Police. Other 

responsibilities are as a tie breaking vote, administering oaths and performing marriage 

ceremonies” (Conshohocken Borough website 2013). The borough’s public library ranks 

among the lowest in vibrancy and is not prominently featured on the website or in 

newsletters.  
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An article featured in a recent issue of the borough’s newsletter describes in detail 

the abundant community life in the borough as a product of the bustling main street small 

business environment: 

Independent  Retailers Growing in Conshohocken 
Have you walked down Fayette Street lately? Sure, the summer saw PECO tearing up 
Fayette Street to replace gas lines. But if you were able to navigate around that, you 
probably saw people sitting outside enjoying food and drinks at The Stone Rose or 
sipping coffee at ‘Feine. You might have even noticed folks cueing up to get a massage at 
Lavenders or heading to the next spinning class at Aim High Studios. The fact is, 
Conshohocken’s commercial corridor is thriving and there have been many new 
businesses to open here over the last year.  

According to Gary DeMedio, a commercial real estate professional and member 
of the Conshohocken Business Development Commission, “many people doubted that 
we’d ever see the marriage of the upper and lower ends of Fayette Street. But the demand 
and personality of the community has changed in a way that promotes the town as a 
walkable, village-like commercial district.” Between the streetscape, growing business 
community, and local economy, he says, “Conshohocken has become a destination for 
small businesses.” 

Indeed, Conshohocken has become a magnet for small business owners and 
entrepreneurs looking to tap into the strong local economy, rising home prices, and an 
increasingly mobile population. Here’s what some of these business owners have said 
about why they chose to come to Conshohocken: 

Brian Pieri, owner of The Stone Rose: “The community’s walkable design is a 
big draw. There aren’t too many communities that allow patrons to go from bar to 
restaurant to salon and clothing stores, all within a few blocks. The borough has done a 
great job with streetscape improvements to enhance the walkable nature of Fayette Street, 
making it a destination for visitors and residents to shop and eat. That’s the appeal of 
Conshohocken.” 

Daniela de Souza, owner of ‘Feine: “The residential atmosphere of 
Conshohocken was a strong draw for me. As a resident and now a business owner, I hove 
the community-centric feel the town has. I thought a cozy coffee shop and local art 
gallery could become somewhat of a local hangout and would be a nice complement to 
the restaurants and other merchants that line Fayette Street. The close relationship 
between the residents and our businesses is so important.” 

Antoinette Poluch, owner of OBVI Boutique: “There is definitely a growing 
small business scene in Conshohocken. As the number of restaurants grew, I recognized 
the demographic of the community could support a fun, trendy boutique like mine. The 
community has been extremely supportive of independent retailers; since day one I felt 
welcomes here and I couldn’t be more pleased with our success. I think people who live 
and work here understand the importance of supporting local businesses.” 

The important of local small business cannot be understated. According to the 
Institute for local Self Reliance (ILSR), local businesses increase commercial 
competition and consumer choice, create 40 percent more jobs than chain retailers, and 
recycle roughly four times more revenue into the local economy. Communities also 
thrive on the collaborative nature of small businesses because, in addition to supporting 
the local economy, local businesses turn to each other for the goods and services that 
many commercial businesses get from discounted regional distributors. 

Next time you’re on your way home from work or on your lunch break, stop by 
some of the new – or old! – local businesses to experience their products and services. 
Most of them cater to the unique wants and needs of the community; their entrepreneurial 
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spirit and small=town focus are part of what makes Conshohocken a draw for visitors and 
residents alike. We all do well by supporting their creative inspirations. 

            (Conshohocken Borough Fall 2012 newsletter, p. 3) 
 

These snippets provide insight into the way community life is actively nurtured in 

Conshohocken Borough. Conshohocken registers high on the passive scale in the content 

analysis which is not surprising given its emphasis on the private sector to achieve 

community-building goals. Community connectivity and frequent casual interaction is 

valued and encouraged, but they spring from activity at locally-owned commercial 

establishments and similar kinds of third places (see Oldenburg 1989) as opposed to 

publicly-funded community facilities where spending is not part of the connection. 

Community life can be actively nurtured by the efforts of locally-owned businesses that 

promote local community activities and become popular hangouts (Walljasper 2010). 

Conshohocken Borough, then, can be viewed as a prime example of how a small 

cohesive suburb may nurture vibrant community life through a bustling small business-

centered main street sensibility. 

 Narberth borough’s approach to community institutions to help nurture 

community life stands in stark contrast to Conshohocken’s even though both enjoyed 

similarly high levels of resilience capacity over the time period of the study. The 

welcome message on the borough website homepage introduces Narberth as a 

community that weaves together many desirable elements – including community 

institutions -- into its small town: 

Because of its size and convenient layout, Narberth is a walking town, with shopping, 
recreational facilities, religious organizations, the library and school all within a 
comfortable walk. The roughly one-half square mile area of the Borough is cut in half by 
the Pennsylvania railroad tracks which divide the town into the north side and the south 
side. This primarily residential community also has a business district with shops along 
Haverford, Narberth, Forrest and Essex Avenues. The downtown shopping area is 
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convenient to the train, the bus, the Community Building, the Municipal Building/Fire 
Company and playground area. The Borough has its own Police Department, volunteer 
Fire Department, Highway Department, Community Library, Recreation Board and much 
more. In addition, the Borough cooperates with Lower Merion Township to ensure the 
best possible additional public services for both. 

 (Narberth Borough website 2013) 
 

The website uses language that hints at the interconnectedness and 

closeknit community feel in the borough when introducing a listing of borough 

resources with the header “Narberth Borough Family” and by prominently listing 

a myriad of volunteer opportunities. While the borough’s small business 

community is prominent, active, well-organized, and valued, it is the plethora of 

borough-sponsored festivals and events throughout the year that sets Narberth 

apart from its peers. A close look at Narberth’s Events Calendar legend (Figure 

5.6) shows the more than 25 special events the borough sponsors throughout the 

year (some events, such as “Movie Night” and “Summer Concert” occur 

periodically). 

 

 

 
Through these extensive festivals and events – many held on the borough’s main 

street or nearby recreation fields – Narberth encourages frequent resident interaction in its 

Figure 5.6. Screen Shot of Narberth Borough Website Events Calendar Legend.  
Source: Narberth Borough website 2013. 
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public places thus reimagining these spaces as important venues for creating the kinds of 

meaningful neighbor interaction that may possibly foster place attachment.  

Narberth Borough provides a good example of a how a small town can coalesce 

around publicly-funded community institutions. Its resilience capacity over the decade 

under study far outpaced its peers. From 2000-2010, Narberth maintained one of the 

highest rates of population holding an advanced degree in the study area; these residents 

chose to remain in or locate to this community despite its housing stock of mostly 

modest-sized homes. And while much of the community activity in Narberth at this point 

may seem ingrained and self-perpetuating or simply the product of a self-selecting 

population, the data suggest otherwise. Narberth registers the highest score on the active 

continuum of all 23 MCDs included in the content analysis with such attributes as a 

strong Mayor and extensive programming in all three community institution categories. 

Officials in Narberth continually prioritize and actively encourage community life 

through community institutions, and this ongoing concerted effort helps make Narberth 

Borough stand out as a successful inner suburb with an unusually strong sense of 

community. 

 

5.6 Transferability of Findings 

In keeping with the mixed methodology and pragmatic framework of this 

dissertation, I focus on how the findings may be transferable from this study area’s 

unique circumstances to other places given their own set of unique characteristics 

(Teddlie and Tashakkori 2009, Morgan 2007). The core consideration of this research – 

whether and how vibrant community institutions, such as public libraries, parks and 
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recreation facilities and festivals/events, add value to inner ring suburbs – is likely to 

resonate in regions across the country since most inner ring suburbs and small towns 

possess and continue to support community-oriented infrastructure (see Wiegand 2011). 

The study, then, contributes to a greater understanding of how suburban policymakers 

may harness this cherished infrastructure to possibly foster a greater sense of community 

and place attachment. Southeastern Pennsylvania’s inner suburbs reflect a pattern of 

metropolitan development common in the U.S., and as such, the priorities that underlie 

the mobility and resilience trends uncovered in this study will likely apply to 

metropolitan areas with a similar history.  

An obvious consideration unlikely to exist elsewhere is the extent of 

governmental fragmentation in this study area. For sure, the autonomous MCDs in 

Southeastern Pennsylvania, consisting of townships and boroughs, would be considered 

more like extended neighborhoods in other metropolitan areas dominated by county-level 

governments. While the extensive level of fragmentation allowed this research to assess 

variation in suburban fortunes associated with community institution vibrancy, 

governmental policy contributes to these outcomes but is not the only mechanism at 

work. It is probable that neighborhood-level processes also propel these community 

institutions forward.  

 Neighborhood scale is essentially dealing with a territorial extent in which there is 

human interaction of a proximal nature (Chaskin 1997), whether it be face-to-face as 

Sampson (2003) asserts has been posited by some theorists, an overlapping of daily 

routine activity space (Greer 1960), a sharing of “circumstances” prescribed by the 

particularities of the shared space (Chaskin, 1997, p. 523), or more psychological as in a 
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shared sense of attachment (Campbell et al. 2009). A territory’s institutional framework 

is another element often considered essential to the definition of neighborhood scale 

(Guest and Lee 1984).  And homogeneity on one or several dimensions of place or 

population is necessary (Weiss et al. 2007).  

These various definitions of neighborhood scale places into sharp focus the ways 

in which neighborhood-level processes may be factoring into the results. In places where 

counties are the smallest form of government structure, the territories are in effect 

tessellated into various neighborhoods using criteria such as high school catchment areas. 

In this way distinct neighborhood sensibilities form even in places where the 

governmental structure is more removed from the workings of that specific 

neighborhood. Attention to the vibrancy of community institutions in some of these more 

vulnerable neighborhoods, ones with middling or low school quality perhaps, may help 

strengthen those communities. The potential cumulative positive effects on those 

neighborhoods are real even though, as only neighborhoods, the connection may be more 

difficult to assess. Therefore, I contend that the findings from this study, since they 

address the interaction of neighborhood-level mechanisms with policy priorities, are 

transferable to many types of local governmental structures. 

Finally, I mentioned in Chapter 4 that certain townships in the study area seemed 

to be suffering from layers of disadvantage that likely account for their poor resilience 

capacity. In those places, community institution vibrancy did not positively impact their 

fortunes. Vibrancy in community institutions only made a difference in less advantaged 

communities that already showed signs of community competence in other ways. Thus it 

is not my intention to assert that parks and recreation and public library vibrancy can be a 
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panacea for the most disadvantaged and declining suburbs. Quite the opposite. In those 

places, multi-pronged efforts are needed to reverse decades of disadvantage, and 

policymakers should not pin their hopes solely on increased community connectivity to 

improve their overall situations. 

 

5.7 Study Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

Developing rankings of local resilience capacity and community institution 

vibrancy is a key element of this study design yet also one that brings out its limitations. 

When adapting the regional resilience capacity index model for use at the local level, it 

became clear that measures appropriate to local circumstances were difficult to acquire in 

a standardized way. I was fortunate to have access to the PHMC data to gauge 

community connectivity in a way that could tap into individuals’ perceptions of local 

conditions. However, in this highly fragmented study area information is rarely recorded 

by the MCDs in a standardized way except when reported to county, state, and federal 

agencies. Therefore, I was able to include only two measures for each resilience element 

in my resilience capacity index for a total of six equally weighted measures. And I could 

include only two measures in my community institution vibrancy index. One could argue 

that both indices required a greater number of indicators to accurately depict conditions 

in these places. For sure these indices are only a first step in developing thorough and 

standardized measures for local resilience capacity and community institution vibrancy.  

Efforts to document local variation are making a difference. Temple University’s 

MPIP is an invaluable resource for continual indicators of MCD-level capacity in the 

Philadelphia metropolitan region. The National Neighborhood Indicators Partnership 
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works with 38 metro regions across the country to coordinate the documentation of 

neighborhood-level conditions in an effort to affect regional policy (see 

www.neighborhoodindicators.org). These are only two examples of how organizations 

approach the study of local variation in metropolitan regions. 

 The use of indices to assess associations as conceptualized in this dissertation, 

however, could become the basis for new approaches to the study of metropolitan 

regions. Scholars posit that metropolitan regions – cities together with their suburbs -- are 

the new driving force behind economic, social, political, and environmental change and 

growth (Katz and Bradley 2013, Calthorpe and Fulton 2001). In a regional framework, 

two scales are prominent: (1) the region which, as the main structure, embodies the 

interconnection of systems necessary for complex interplay, and (2) neighborhoods and 

localities as places in which individuals carry out their daily lives (Calthorpe and Fulton 

2001).  Metropolitan regions are stronger if both their cities and suburbs thrive, yet less 

attention is paid to understanding variation in local suburban fortunes. And subregional 

inequality is the norm rather than the exception. More research is needed to understand 

why some local places thrive while others falter. This dissertation specifically looks at 

variations in local fortunes due to differences in the quality of community institutions. 

Community life through community institutions, admittedly, is one small part of a larger 

ecosystem. Documenting associations between local resilience capacity variation and a 

myriad of other important factors may help shape policies that move metropolitan regions 

forward in a more equitable way. 

Finally, voices from actors on the ground could add important insight to these 

findings. The scope of the study and emphasis on variation across the region precluded 
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me from conducting interviews in only certain locations. Moving forward, however, local 

narratives would add greatly to the analysis and discussion. 

 

5.8 Conclusion 

In this chapter I suggest explanations for the five main findings of this study. My 

overall reasoning is guided by existing literature and builds on the theories of esteemed 

scholars in the field. Thus these explanations expand existing theory to include a greater 

understanding of how processes apply to inner ring suburbs. However, this study is 

unique in its sharp focus on how certain publicly-funding community institutions add 

value to inner ring suburbs and help shape the distinct qualities that characterize these 

places. In this regard, the explanations I offer above add new knowledge and fresh insight 

to an emerging body of literature focused on inner ring suburban place quality. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

The findings in this dissertation have built a case for the idea that community 

institutions -- namely public libraries, parks and recreation facilities, and festivals and 

events – add value to inner ring suburbs by possibly influencing their capacity for 

resilience in the face of slow burn challenges. The mixed methods study design allowed 

me to dig deeper into quantitative trends so as to make more concrete the concept of 

resilience that heretofore has been criticized for lacking clarity (Pendall, Foster, and 

Cowell 2007). This approach generated the five main findings expounded upon in 

Chapter 5. I conclude this dissertation by offering a perspective on how the findings from 

this study constitute a people-oriented approach to suburban resilience and sustainable 

regional development that may be gaining relevance in the context of twenty-first century 

place dynamics. 

 

6.1 Inner Ring Suburbs and the One Hundred Million Projection 

The Pew Research Center (2008) projects that the U.S. could add more than one 

hundred million people to its population during the first half of the 21st century (Kotkin 

2010). This is a staggering figure. If these projections come to pass, immigrants will 

account for the majority of the new hundred million (Passel and Cohn 2008). Also 

projected is an increase in the ratio of elderly to working age adults and children (Passel 

and Cohn 2008). The nation’s older, inner ring suburbs have already become a 

destination of choice for immigrants (Singer 2008). It is likely, then, that this growing 

demographic complexity, that may also include a greater range of lifestyles comprising 
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more single parent and childless households, could essentially change the nature of 

community life in inner suburbs (Kotkin 2010). Neighborhood diversity in such cultural 

characteristics has been associated with weak collective efficacy and thus poses new 

challenges for suburban cohesion (Mennis, Dayanim, and Grunwald 2013). 

 With this evolving demographic complexity comes the possibility that new 

avenues to create community may resonate. Kotkin (2010) offers a theory on how a local 

sense of community is nurtured in this new suburbia. In the age of big box stores and 

chain restaurants with their hallmark of head-to-toe standardization, residents yearn for 

unique places and experiences to enhance their connection to home (Kotkin 2010). A 

“new localism” may well be percolating in suburbs whereby innovative forums for social 

interaction are replacing older ones (Kotkin 2010, p. 194). One important facet to 

nurturing community in the 21st century may be that public spaces take on added 

importance as venues for neighborhood events, such as farmers markets and festivals 

(Kotkin 2010). These kinds of events are multiplying across the nation, and Kotkin 

(2010) posits that people frequent them as much to build a sense of local community as to 

buy the fresh vegetables. The results from this dissertation support Kotkin’s idea. 

Festivals and events are burgeoning in Southeastern Pennsylvania’s inner suburbs most 

surprisingly in the study area’s townships which, as relatively large places that developed 

incrementally without the inherent cohesion of a single town center, may not seem 

inclined to have success with such community-oriented endeavors. Thus contrary to 

Wellman’s (2005) notion that place will matter less in the 21st century networked society, 

people seem to be craving the sense of community that local places can offer. 
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 The increased importance of these new avenues for community-building in the 

21st century may be coupled with a decrease in importance of community institutions that 

were considered prime motivators for movers in the 20th century. According to 

conventional wisdom, the quality of a suburb’s public school system carries the most 

weight for movers when choosing between suburbs (Adams et al. 2008, Lucy and Phillips 

2006). To a certain extent, the results from this dissertation offer a different set of 

emphases that might speak to changing priorities of a more complex suburban 

demographic. The evidence from this dissertation suggests that vibrancy in other more 

inclusive forms of community institutions – such as public libraries, parks and recreation 

facilities, and festivals/events – may carry as much weight as school quality in their 

association with resilience capacity, and in the case of places with midrange or lower 

school quality may possibly exert more explanatory power.  

This dynamic points to the possibility that suburbs may need to adjust their 

emphasis from a reliance on school quality to a focus on a broader community institution 

agenda. This change may be especially important to appeal to those without school age 

children. Many suburbs included in this study have embraced this broader focus and are 

enjoying the kind of resilience that Foster (2007) would call “intentional” based on high 

levels of preparedness and performance.  

There are a few more advantaged suburbs in this study, however, that are leaving 

themselves vulnerable by paying less attention to an extensive community institution 

agenda. Using Foster’s (2007) terminology, resilience in these places is “ephemeral” and 

less sustainable since they are resting on their natural assets, in this case that of high 

school quality. These places are enjoying high levels of performance but without putting 
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forth the concerted efforts of preparedness necessary to sustain that good fortune (Foster 

2007). One such MCD is Lower Moreland Township, an affluent suburb that lies nestled 

in the lower corner of Montgomery County bordering both Philadelphia and Bucks 

Counties (see Figure 4.12 on page 129). Lower Moreland is one of the few affluent 

suburbs that ranks high for resilience but low for community institution vibrancy. And a 

recent Philadelphia Inquirer article on the rise of school taxes ranks Lower Moreland as 

having the fifth highest (out of 60 districts) school tax increase in the entire region as well 

as one of the highest school tax burdens per household (Parks and Palmer 2013). Earlier I 

theorized that the good fortune of one MCD with low school quality (Aston) may, in part, 

be explained by its affordability compared to its neighbors coupled with its keen attention 

to community festivals and events. Given similar logic, even though Lower Moreland has 

a long history of success, it may possibly be leaving itself vulnerable in the wake of 

changing 21st century community priorities. 

 Lucy and Phillips (2006) seem perplexed by the marked recent success of suburbs 

containing large portions of pre-1940 housing even in the wake of little policy 

intervention. These are the very suburbs included in this study, and the results support the 

claim that many, even ones that on paper may seem vulnerable, are doing well. Lucy and 

Phillips (2006), while maintaining a sharp focus on housing and other build-environment 

reinvestment, only hint at some of the attributes that may be keeping these places relevant 

in the 21st century with its growing sensibility toward sustainable living. While these 

places may not have seen conventional types of policy interventions, in many older 

suburbs more subtle policy priorities may be making a difference – for example, in places 

where community institutions are cherished and promoted. The results from this 
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dissertation show that vibrant public libraries add value, both social and economic, to 

inner suburbs. Officials in many of these suburbs do grasp their importance. Older 

suburbs possess other attributes that add to their appeal for environmentally conscious 

residents such as transit access and walkable neighborhoods. These places, then, may not 

need policy interventions as much as forward thinking officials who understand that a 

key to suburban resilience in the 21st century may be the ability to create a strong sense of 

community through inclusive forms of public facilities and programming. Suburbs with 

agendas that prioritize vibrant community institutions seem to benefit. These become 

places that fit Lucy and Phillips’ (2006, p. 335) criterion of one “where people might go 

because they like being there rather than because they have some functional task to 

perform.”  

 The challenge for inner suburbs in the 21st century, then, is to carve out a niche in 

which they become places where people want to be. For the suburbs of the 20th century, 

these were places with big houses, large yards, and good schools (Lucy and Phillips 

2006). The 21st century may be witnessing a shift in priorities toward shared community 

experiences and an appreciation for civic places that foster social interaction. New 

research points to decentralization as far outweighing other important factors, such as 

fragmentation and commute time, in its potential to thwart social interaction (Farber and 

Li 2013). Outer suburbanites, then, are more isolated. Inasmuch as social interaction is 

valued, the places in which people want to be in the 21st century are suburbs with a strong 

sense of community. Here, inner suburbs have the competitive advantage with existing 

community infrastructure, relatively high density, and town plans that foster more 

frequent interaction than do outer suburbs. And perhaps these vibrant inner suburbs may 



 180 

also maintain appeal to would-be urban gentrifiers still wary of the ills of cities they may 

endure upon their return. 

 

6.2 Moving Suburbs Forward by Bringing Back a Public Orientation 

Tension between the private and public suburban spheres is at the heart of this 

dissertation. The suburban ideal that had originally been conceived as the nexus of 

nature, home, and community (Hayden 2003) has evolved over time such that the tenet of 

‘community’ has been replaced with those of ‘profit’ and ‘private.’ The Preamble to the 

United States Constitution contains the dual ideas of securing liberty and promoting the 

welfare of all. Thus at the dawn of our nation, private pursuits and public interests stood 

side by side with seeming compatibility (Warner 1968).  The U.S. suburban story to date 

attests to the fact that upholding both of these ideals over time has proved challenging. 

But the story is not over. 

The bead and string finger pattern of development along transit routes, that was so 

eagerly cast aside as constraining, proves to contain valuable elements of livability and 

community orientation that are only recently being articulated and revivified by 

advocates of traditional town planning as well as compact and transit-oriented 

development. The public realm that has been seemingly designed away in suburbia 

remains in certain places as a valuable marker of authentic place community. Public 

gathering places and pedestrian zones have rejuvenated declining cityscapes by creating 

what many crave: places for common experiences (Walljasper 2010). This research 

suggests that many of the inner suburbs in this study are benefiting from the sense of 

community that is nurtured through a suburban public realm anchored by community 
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institutions. The positive association between suburban resilience capacity and 

community institution vibrancy underscores the importance of these public-oriented 

facilities and programs to possibly help lead communities through challenging and ever-

changing circumstances. 

For sure, moving suburbs forward to thrive past their so-called “built-in expiration 

dates” (Schwarz 2007) will be a multi-pronged effort requiring not only social but also 

economic, environmental, and political strategies. Throughout this dissertation, a keen 

focus on social aspects brings to light new possibilities for understanding the value of 

community connectivity through inclusive publicly-funded community institutions. 

Economically, suburbs are beginning to offer a more complete package of shopping, 

recreation, and entertainment and as such are becoming self-contained villages to some 

extent (Kotkin 2010). In the inner suburbs, these offerings are closer to each other in the 

kinds of compact settings that translate into high levels of both residential and destination 

accessibility (Ewing 1997). Innovative policymaking will be necessary to ensure the 

effectiveness of forward thinking policies that begin to alter entrenched beliefs about the 

advantages of sprawling suburbia (Lucy and Phillips 2006). Keeping older suburbs 

relevant in the ever-evolving regional mosaic may take a concerted effort on these many 

fronts. 

  In short, suburban 21st century priorities may not match those of the 20th century. 

The resilience of suburbs such as Aston (low school quality) and Narberth (modest 

housing stock) possibly signals a change in the social priorities of the 21st century 

suburbanite. Twenty-first century suburbanites may be telling us that a strong local sense 

of community matters. A lot. Regional planners should take heed when preparing to 
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absorb the next one hundred million people in a sustainable way. Local suburban 

policymakers would be wise to notice these subtle signals and prepare accordingly. The 

findings from this study suggest that the fortunes of inner suburbs moving forward may 

possibly turn on the kind of community vibrancy that is nurtured through a broad 

community institution agenda. 
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APPENDICES 

 

A. DATA ANALYSIS TABLES 

Table A.1. General Characteristics of Minor Civil Divisions  
                             Included in Study Area 

 

 
County 

Minor Civil 
Division (MCD) 

MCD 
Classification 

Special 
Government School District 

% of 
Housing 
Pre-
1970 

Library 
in MCD 

Bucks Bensalem Second Class Twp Optional Plan Bensalem 38.8 Yes 

Bucks Bristol Borough Borough  Bristol Borough 83.7  

Bucks Bristol Township First Class Twp Optional Plan Bristol Township 72.9 Yes 

Bucks Falls Second Class Twp Pennsbury 61.7  

Bucks Hulmeville Borough  Neshaminy 72.8  

Bucks Ivyland Borough  Centennial 50.2  

Bucks Langhorne Borough  Neshaminy 78.1 Yes 

Bucks Langhorne Manor Borough  Neshaminy 79.7  

Bucks 
Lower 
Southampton Second Class Twp Neshaminy 55 Yes 

Bucks Middletown Bucks Second Class Twp Neshaminy 42.4  

Bucks Northampton Second Class Twp Council Rock 25.5 Yes 

Bucks Penndel Borough  Neshaminy 74.6  

Bucks Tullytown Borough  Pennsbury 83.4  

Bucks 
Upper 
Southampton Second Class Twp Centennial 59.3 Yes 

Bucks Warminster Second Class Twp Centennial 57.4 Yes 

Chester Easttown Second Class Twp 
Tredyffrin-
Easttown 62.2 Yes 

Chester Treddyffrin Second Class Twp Home Rule 
Tredyffrin-
Easttown 48.2 Yes 

Delaware Aldan Borough  William Penn 85.4  

Delaware Aston First Class Twp  Penn-Delco 55 Yes 

Delaware Brookhaven Borough  Penn-Delco 52.7  

Delaware Chester Second Class Twp Home Rule Chester-Upland 41.7  

Delaware Chester City City Home Rule Chester-Upland 74.8 Yes 

Delaware Clifton Heights Borough  Upper Darby 86.8  

Delaware Collingdale Borough  Southeast Delco 90.2 Yes 

Delaware Colwyn Borough  William Penn 96.9  

Delaware Darby Borough Borough  William Penn 97.3 Yes 

Delaware Darby Township First Class Twp  Southeast Delco 87.2  

Delaware East Lansdowne Borough  William Penn 92.3  

Delaware Eddystone Borough  Ridley 94.9  

Delaware Folcroft Borough  Southeast Delco 90.5 Yes 

Delaware Glenolden Borough  Interboro 84.6 Yes 

Delaware Haverford First Class Twp Home Rule 
Haverford 
Township 86.9 Yes 

Delaware Lansdowne Borough  William Penn 93.2 Yes 
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Table A.1, continued 
 

 
County 

Minor Civil 
Division (MCD) 

MCD 
Classification 

Special 
Government School District 

% of 
Housing 
Pre-
1970 

Library 
in MCD 

Delaware Marcus Hook Borough  Chichester 93.7 Yes 

Delaware Marple First Class Twp  Marple Newtown 73.5 Yes 

Delaware Media Borough  Rose Tree Media 72.6 Yes 

Delaware Middletown Delco Second Class Twp Home Rule Rose Tree Media 47.5 Yes 

Delaware Millbourne Borough  Upper Darby 93  

Delaware Morton Borough  Springfield Delco 58  

Delaware 
Nether 
Providence First Class Twp  

Wallingford-
Swarthmore 69.7 Yes 

Delaware Newtown Township Second Class Twp Marple Newtown 63.2 Yes 

Delaware Norwood  Borough  Interboro 80.1 Yes 

Delaware Parkside Borough  Penn-Delco 88  

Delaware Prospect Park Borough  Interboro 78.2 Yes 

Delaware Radnor First Class Twp Home Rule Radnor Township 67.3 Yes 

Delaware Ridley First Class Twp  Ridley 81.9 Yes 

Delaware Ridley Park Borough  Ridley 82.9 Yes 

Delaware Rose Valley Borough  
Wallingford-
Swarthmore 78.6  

Delaware Rutledge Borough  
Wallingford-
Swarthmore 91.1  

Delaware Sharon Hill Borough  Southeast Delco 89.3 Yes 

Delaware Springfield Delco First Class Twp  Springfield Delco 87.7 Yes 

Delaware Swarthmore Borough  
Wallingford-
Swarthmore 85.6 Yes 

Delaware Tinicum First Class Twp  Interboro 75.9 Yes 

Delaware Trainer Borough  Chichester 81.5  

Delaware Upland Borough  Chester-Upland 69.6  

Delaware Upper Darby First Class Twp Home Rule Upper Darby 91.1 Yes 

Delaware Upper Providence Second Class Twp Home Rule Rose Tree Media 57.7  

Delaware Yeadon Borough  William Penn 92 Yes 

Montgomery Abington First Class Twp  Abington 80.8 Yes 

Montgomery Ambler Borough  Wissahickon 81.9 Yes 

Montgomery Bridgeport Borough  Upper Merion 75.8  

Montgomery Cheltenham First Class Twp Home Rule Cheltenham 87.7 Yes 

Montgomery Conshohocken Borough  Colonial 76.5 Yes 

Montgomery East Norriton Second Class Twp Norristown Area 51.5  

Montgomery Hatboro Borough  Hatboro-Horsham 73.1 Yes 

Montgomery Horsham Second Class Twp Home Rule Hatboro-Horsham 41.8 Yes 

Montgomery Jenkintown Borough  Jenkintown 93.1 Yes 

Montgomery Lower Merion First Class Twp  Lower Merion 78.9 Yes 

Montgomery Lower Moreland First Class Twp  Lower Moreland 60.6 Yes 

Montgomery Narberth Borough  Lower Merion 91.9 Yes 

Montgomery Norristown Borough Home Rule Norristown Area 82.4 Yes 

Montgomery Plymouth First Class Twp Home Rule Colonial 64.2  

Montgomery Rockledge Borough  Abington 89.5  
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Table A.1, continued 
 

 
County 

Minor Civil 
Division (MCD) 

MCD 
Classification 

Special 
Government School District 

% of 
Housing 
Pre-
1970 

Library 
in MCD 

Montgomery 
Springfield 
Montco First Class Twp  

Springfield 
Montco 80.7 Yes 

Montgomery Upper Dublin First Class Twp  Upper Dublin 48.6 Yes 

Montgomery Upper Merion Second Class Twp Upper Merion 53.2 Yes 

Montgomery Upper Moreland First Class Twp  Upper Moreland 69 Yes 

Montgomery 
West 
Conshohocken Borough  Upper Merion 64.8  

Montgomery West Norriton First Class Twp  Norristown Area 40.7  

Montgomery Whitemarsh Second Class Twp Home Rule Colonial 53.8 Yes 

Montgomery Whitpain Second Class Twp Wissahickon 28.7 Yes 
Boldface indicates MCDs selected for content analysis. 

 
 
Table A.2. Resilience Capacity Ranking Results  
Overall Resilience Capacity Rank: 81=most resilient, 1=least resilient.  
For all other rankings: 1=highest on measure, 81=lowest on measure. 
 

Minor Civil Division 

Overall 
Resilience 
Capacity 
Rank 

Market 
Value 
Per 
Capita 
Change 
Rank 

Median 
House 
Value 
Change 
Rank 

Total 
Populat
ion 
Change 
Rank 

Unemplo
yment 
Change  
Rank 

Neighbor
hood 
Interacti
on Rank 

Place 
Attachment 
Change Rank 

Horsham township 81 13 14 8 37 3 24 

Ivyland borough 80 1 3 1 5 39 51 

Whitpain township 79 24 16 31 31 11 5 

Easttown township 78 5 1 29 6 10 72 
Upper Merion 
township 77 7 19 9 19 61 23 
West Conshohocken 
borough 76 2 4 78 17 39 1 
Conshohocken 
borough 75 4 33 20 49 39 1 

Narberth borough 74 17 15 34 37 4 41 

Whitemarsh township 73 12 7 15 16 21 81 

Jenkintown borough 72 19 78 46 8 1 7 

Newtown township 71 9 9 11 47 17 71 

Bridgeport borough 70 43 49 12 22 39 1 
Upper Dublin 
township 69 16 10 45 28 34 34 
Springfield township 
montco 68 20 18 44 13 9 64 

Haverford township 67 36 29 39 25 15 26 
Langhorne Manor 
borough 66 78 21 2 25 4 41 

Radnor township 65 23 2 28 2 47 73 

Bristol borough 63 51 50 58 9 1 7 
Lower Moreland 
township 63 6 8 4 34 74 50 
Lower Merion 
township 61 8 13 63 1 74 20 
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Table A.2, continued 
 

Minor Civil Division 

Overall 
Resilience 
Capacity 
Rank 

Market 
Value 
Per 
Capita 
Change 
Rank 

Median 
House 
Value 
Change 
Rank 

Total 
Populat
ion 
Change 
Rank 

Unemplo
yment 
Change  
Rank 

Neighbor
hood 
Interacti
on Rank 

Place 
Attachment 
Change Rank 

Swarthmore borough 61 49 27 37 13 12 41 
Springfield township 
delco 60 28 35 27 43 29 19 

Marple township 58 29 20 47 66 19 4 
Middletown township 
bucks 58 46 12 23 25 22 57 

Aston township 57 37 48 26 42 36 6 

Hatboro borough 55 40 42 43 57 15 7 
Northampton 
township 55 25 6 36 49 52 36 

Cheltenham township 54 52 43 42 11 36 25 

Hulmeville borough 53 18 17 5 80 39 51 
East Norriton 
township 52 15 37 24 34 33 68 

Tredyffrin township 51 10 26 35 19 48 74 

Ambler borough 50 42 44 41 12 68 7 

Bensalem township 49 41 32 19 31 60 32 
Lower Southampton 
township 48 30 24 57 54 34 17 

Brookhaven borough 47 39 55 38 28 8 51 

Plymouth township 46 3 34 22 51 48 65 

Warminster township 45 32 30 14 57 32 62 

Rose Valley borough 44 11 36 62 66 12 41 
Upper Providence 
township 43 33 5 64 13 65 49 

Media borough 42 21 39 65 61 4 41 

Falls township 40 58 45 53 34 22 21 
Upper Southampton 
township 40 31 22 71 22 20 67 

Langhorne borough 39 79 11 80 19 4 41 
West Norriton 
township 38 14 53 10 24 61 75 

Penndel borough 37 48 25 68 9 39 51 

Ridley township 36 59 57 40 51 17 18 
East Lansdowne 
borough 34 71 61 21 4 76 11 

Tullytown borough 34 26 47 77 51 22 21 

Abington township 33 27 38 50 47 38 48 

Bristol township 32 53 41 54 45 29 31 
Upper Moreland 
township 31 22 46 72 37 52 35 
Middletown township 
delco 30 50 28 52 18 55 66 

Norristown borough 29 61 63 6 31 80 32 

Rutledge borough 28 65 23 79 54 12 41 

Rockledge borough 27 34 31 49 71 39 51 

Lansdowne borough 26 63 59 69 28 52 11 

Marcus Hook borough 25 47 81 18 65 48 29 
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Table A.2, continued 
 

Minor Civil Division 

Overall 
Resilience 
Capacity 
Rank 

Market 
Value 
Per 
Capita 
Change 
Rank 

Median 
House 
Value 
Change 
Rank 

Total 
Populat
ion 
Change 
Rank 

Unemplo
yment 
Change  
Rank 

Neighbor
hood 
Interacti
on Rank 

Place 
Attachment 
Change Rank 

Nether Providence 
township 23 35 40 30 37 73 76 

Upland borough 23 67 76 7 7 65 69 

Millbourne borough 21 77 70 3 54 61 27 

Ridley Park borough 21 55 54 60 43 22 58 

Yeadon borough 20 72 65 61 61 31 11 

Morton borough 18 57 52 54 72 22 58 

Parkside borough 18 70 69 25 61 39 51 
Upper Darby 
township 17 69 64 33 69 61 27 

Darby borough 16 74 75 17 79 76 11 

Sharon Hill borough 14 62 72 12 81 69 37 

Trainer borough 14 38 80 69 69 48 29 

Colwyn borough 13 80 74 16 77 76 11 

Aldan borough 12 60 60 67 66 76 11 
Clifton Heights 
borough 11 66 67 56 75 22 58 

Collingdale borough 10 73 71 32 72 69 37 

Darby township 9 54 66 65 64 69 37 

Eddystone borough 8 81 73 48 75 22 58 
Prospect Park 
borough 7 64 51 59 57 55 77 

Tinicum township 6 45 58 75 57 55 77 

Chester township 5 44 77 81 37 65 69 

Chester city 4 76 79 76 3 81 63 

Folcroft borough 2 56 68 74 77 69 37 

Norwood borough 2 68 56 51 74 55 77 

Glenolden borough 1 75 62 73 45 55 77 

 
 
Table A.3. Community Institution Vibrancy Ranking Results 
Overall Community Institution Vibrancy Rank: 81-most vibrant, 1=least vibrant.  
For other rankings: 1=highest on measure, 81=lowest on parks and recreation 
measure, 52-lowest on library measure. 

 

Minor Civil Division 

Community 
Institution 
Vibrancy 
Rank 

Parks and 
Recreation 
Vibrancy 
Rank 

Library 
Circulation 
Vibrancy 
Rank 

Marple township  81 2 6 

Whitpain township  80 1 10 

Tredyffrin township  78 13 3 

Warminster township  78 4 12 

Upper Merion township  77 5 14 
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 Table A.3, continued 
 

Minor Civil Division 

Community 
Institution 
Vibrancy 
Rank 

Parks and 
Recreation 
Vibrancy 
Rank 

Library 
Circulation 
Vibrancy 
Rank 

Radnor township  76 11 13 

Horsham township  75 16 9 

Lower Merion township  74 25 1 

Northampton township  73 7 20 

Abington township  72 14 16 

Bensalem township  69 9 25 

Cheltenham township  69 17 17 

Haverford township  69 12 22 

Middletown township delco  68 10 28 

Lansdowne borough  67 39 5 

Springfield township montco  66 6 39 

Upper Dublin township  65 27 19 

Lower Southampton township  64 15 33 

Narberth borough  63 32 21 

Aston township  61 20 34 

Springfield township delco  61 36 18 

Plymouth township  59 3 52 

Langhorne borough  59 30 25 

Easttown township  57 55 2 

Swarthmore borough  57 53 4 

Bristol township  55 33 25 

Media borough  55 29 29 

Upper Moreland township  52 23 37 

Upper Southampton township  52 52 8 

West Norriton township  52 8 52 

Upper Darby township  50 22 40 

Marcus Hook borough  50 38 24 

Newtown township  47 34 31 

Ridley township  47 34 31 

Ridley Park borough  47 27 38 

Whitemarsh township  46 31 35 

Falls township  44 18 52 

Hatboro borough  44 47 23 

Middletown township bucks  43 19 52 

Jenkintown borough  42 65 7 

Aldan borough  41 21 52 

Ambler borough  40 65 10 

East Norriton township  38 24 52 
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Table A.3, continued 
 

Minor Civil Division 

Community 
Institution 
Vibrancy 
Rank 

Parks and 
Recreation 
Vibrancy 
Rank 

Library 
Circulation 
Vibrancy 
Rank 

Lower Moreland township  38 61 15 

Rutledge borough  37 26 52 

Glenolden borough  34 41 42 

Norwood borough  34 47 36 

Sharon Hill borough  34 41 42 

Eddystone borough  33 37 52 

Collingdale borough  30 44 48 

Conshohocken borough  30 46 46 

Rockledge borough  30 40 52 

Nether Providence township  29 63 30 

Prospect Park borough  28 49 45 

Ivyland borough  27 43 52 

Chester city  26 45 51 

Folcroft borough  25 50 49 

Chester township  24 51 52 

Yeadon borough  23 64 41 

Morton borough  21 54 52 

Norristown borough  21 60 46 

Colwyn borough  20 56 52 

Hulmeville borough  19 57 52 

Bristol borough  17 58 52 

Tullytown borough  17 58 52 

Brookhaven borough  16 62 52 

Trainer borough  15 67 52 

Tinicum township  13 76 44 

Clifton Heights borough  13 68 52 

Upper Providence township  12 69 52 

Penndel borough  11 70 52 

West Conshohocken borough  10 71 52 

Darby township  9 72 52 

Parkside borough  8 73 52 

Bridgeport borough  7 74 52 

Rose Valley borough  6 75 52 

East Lansdowne borough  5 77 52 

Darby borough  3 80 50 

Upland borough  3 78 52 

Langhorne Manor borough  2 79 52 

Millbourne borough  1 80 52 
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Table A.4. Control Variables Ranking 

Minor Civil Division 
Suburb 
Type 

School 
Quality 
2000 
Rank 

Minority 
Presence 
2000 
Rank 

Educational 
Attainment 
2000 Rank 

Length 
of 
Residen
ce 2000 
Rank 

Households 
with Persons 
65 or Older 
2000 Rank 

Median 
Age 
2000 
Rank 

School 
District 
SAT Score 
2000 
Rank 

Abington township  MCS 2 2 2 3  1 1 23 

Aston township  MCS 3 1 2 3  2 2 11 

Bensalem township  SWC 3 2 2 1  3 2 12 

Bristol township  SWC 3 2 3 3  2 3 4 

Cheltenham township  ET 1 3 1 1  1 1 25 

Chester city  UC 3 3 3 1  2 3 1 

Chester township  UC 3 3 3 2  3 3 1 

Darby township  UC 3 3 3 3  1 2 3 

East Norriton township  SWC 3 2 2 2  1 1 6 

Easttown township  AS 1 1 1 2  1 1 34 

Falls township  SWC 2 2 3 2  3 2 21 

Haverford township  AS 2 1 1 3  1 2 20 

Horsham township  AS 2 2 2 1  3 3 19 

Lower Merion township  AS 1 2 1 2  1 1 33 

Lower Moreland township  AS 1 1 1 3  1 1 30 

Lower Southampton township  MCS 2 1 2 3  2 2 18 

Marple township  MCS 2 2 2 3  1 1 22 

Middletown township bucks  AS 2 1 2 2  3 2 18 

Middletown township delco  MCS 1 1 2 2  1 1 27 

Nether Providence township  AS 1 2 1 3  1 1 31 

Newtown township  AS 2 1 1 3  1 1 22 

Northampton township  AS 1 1 1 3  3 2 29 

Plymouth township  MCS 2 2 2 3  1 1 13 

Radnor township  ET 1 2 1 1  2 3 35 

Ridley township  SWC 3 1 3 3  1 2 10 

Springfield township delco  AS 2 1 2 3  1 1 17 

Springfield township montco  AS 2 2 1 3  1 1 16 

Tinicum township  SWC 3 1 3 2  2 2 8 

Tredyffrin township  AS 1 2 1 1  3 1 34 

Upper Darby township  SWC 3 3 2 1  2 3 7 

Upper Dublin township  AS 1 2 1 3  3 1 32 

Upper Merion township  AS 1 2 1 2  3 2 26 

Upper Moreland township  SWC 2 2 2 1  2 2 15 

Upper Providence township  AS 1 2 1 2  3 1 27 

Upper Southampton township  MCS 2 1 2 3  1 1 14 

Warminster township  MCS 2 2 2 2  2 2 14 

West Norriton township  SWC 3 2 2 1  2 2 6 

Whitemarsh township  AS 2 1 1 2  2 2 13 
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Table A.4, continued 

Minor Civil Division 
Suburb 
Type 

School 
Quality 
2000 
Rank 

Minority 
Presence 
2000 
Rank 

Educational 
Attainment 
2000 Rank 

Length 
of 
Residen
ce 2000 
Rank 

Households 
with Persons 
65 or Older 
2000 Rank 

Median 
Age 
2000 
Rank 

School 
District 
SAT Score 
2000 
Rank 

Whitpain township  AS 2 2 1 1  2 1 24 

Aldan borough  SWC 3 1 2 3  2 2 2 

Ambler borough  SWC 2 2 2 1  2 2 24 

Bridgeport borough  SWC 1 2 3 1  2 2 26 

Bristol borough  SWC 3 2 3 2  1 2 5 

Brookhaven borough  SWC 3 1 2 3  1 1 11 

Clifton Heights borough  SWC 3 1 3 2  2 3 7 

Collingdale borough  SWC 3 2 3 2  2 3 3 

Colwyn borough  UC 3 3 3 1  3 3 2 

Conshohocken borough  SWC 2 2 2 1  2 3 13 

Darby borough  UC 3 3 3 2  3 3 2 

East Lansdowne borough  SWC 3 3 3 2  2 2 2 

Eddystone borough  SWC 3 1 3 2  2 3 10 

Folcroft borough  SWC 3 1 3 3  2 3 3 

Glenolden borough  SWC 3 2 3 1  2 2 8 

Hatboro borough  SWC 2 1 2 1  2 2 19 

Hulmeville borough  SWC 2 1 3 3  3 3 18 

Ivyland borough  SWC 2 1 2 3  2 2 14 

Jenkintown borough  SWC 1 1 1 2  1 1 28 

Langhorne borough  ET 2 3 2 2  2 3 18 

Langhorne Manor borough  AS 2 1 1 3  2 2 18 

Lansdowne borough  SWC 3 3 2 1  2 2 2 

Marcus Hook borough  UC 3 2 3 1  3 3 9 

Media borough  ET 1 3 1 1  3 1 27 

Millbourne borough  SWC 3 3 2 1  3 3 7 

Morton borough  SWC 2 3 2 1  2 2 17 

Narberth borough  ET 1 1 1 1  3 2 33 

Norristown borough  UC 3 3 3 1  3 3 6 

Norwood borough  SWC 3 1 3 2  3 2 8 

Parkside borough  SWC 3 1 3 2  2 3 11 

Penndel borough  SWC 2 2 3 1  2 3 18 

Prospect Park borough  SWC 3 1 3 1  3 2 8 

Ridley Park borough  SWC 3 1 2 2  1 1 10 

Rockledge borough  SWC 2 1 3 2  2 2 23 

Rose Valley borough  AS 1 1 1 3  2 1 31 

Rutledge borough  SWC 1 1 2 3  2 2 31 

Sharon Hill borough  SWC 3 3 3 2  2 3 3 

Swarthmore borough  ET 1 2 1 3  1 3 31 
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Table A.4, continued 

Minor Civil Division 
Suburb 
Type 

School 
Quality 
2000 
Rank 

Minority 
Presence 
2000 
Rank 

Educational 
Attainment 
2000 Rank 

Length 
of 
Residen
ce 2000 
Rank 

Households 
with Persons 
65 or Older 
2000 Rank 

Median 
Age 
2000 
Rank 

School 
District 
SAT Score 
2000 
Rank 

Trainer borough  UC 3 2 3 2  2 3 9 

Tullytown borough  SWC 2 1 3 3  1 2 21 

Upland borough  UC 3 3 3 3  1 3 1 

West Conshohocken borough  SWC 1 1 2 1  3 3 26 

Yeadon borough  UC 3 3 2 2  2 2 2 
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Table A.5. Content Analysis Category Results 

Minor Civil 
Division Active Passive 

 
 
School 
Options 

Gov’t 
Admi
n 

Op
en 

Priv
ate 

Reli
gio
n 

Pre
stig
e 

Busin
ess/ 
Nonpr
ofit 

Neigh
borho
ods 

Unus
ual 

Abington 
township 2 2 

 
2 1  0 1 1  1  

Aston 
township 2 1 

 
1   0 1  1   

Bensalem 
township 6 1 

 
1 1  0 0 1 1 1  

Bristol 
township 1 2 

 
1 1  0 0     

Cheltenham 
township 5 0 

 
1  1 0 0  1  1 

Conshohocken 
borough 2 2 

 
2   1 0  1   

East Norriton 
township 3 0 

 
1 1 1 0 0 1   1 

Horsham 
township 5 0 

 
2 1  0 0    1 

Lower Merion 
township 5 1 

 
1  2 0 0 1  1  

Lower 
Southampton 
township 5 0 

 
 

3   0 0  1   
Marple 
township 4 1 

 
1 1  0 0  1   

Middletown 
township delco 3 1 

 
 

1 1 1 0 0  1   
Narberth 
borough 8 0 

 
3   0 1 1 1   

Nether 
Providence 
township 2 3 

 
1 

  0 0 1 1   
Plymouth 
township 4 1 

 
2   1 1     

Radnor 
township 4 0 

 
1   1 1 1 1 1 1 

Springfield 
township delco 3 1 

 
 

2   1 1 1 1   
Springfield 
township 
montco 4 1 

 
 

1  2 0 0   1  
Upper Darby 
township 3 2 

 
1  1 0 0    1 

Upper Merion 
township 5 0 

 
1  2 0 0 1 1   

Upper 
Providence 
township 1 1 

 
 

1  1 0 1     
Warminster 
township 3 0 

 
2   1 1 1 1  1 

Whitemarsh 
township 4 1 

 
2 1  1 0 1   1 
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B. SCATTERPLOTS FOR DECONSTRUCTED MEASURES  
OF RESILIENCE CAPACITY BY COMMUNITY INSTITUTION VIBRANCY 

 
Legend for all scatterplots: Series 1 blue diamonds: more advantaged (AS/ET), Series 2 
red squares: less advantaged (SWC/UC), Series 3 yellow triangles: middle class 
townships (MCS). Trendlines are only included when the R2 value is above .10.  A 
trendline for each series in each scatterplot was tested but discarded if the R2 value was 
below .10. These scatterplots accompany Tables 10a, 10b, 11a, and 11b in Chapter 4. 
 
 
Figures B.1-2. Economic Strength Measures by Recreation Vibrancy 
 

 
Figure B.1. 
 
 

 
Figure B.2.
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Figures B.3-4. Socio-Demographic Appeal Measures by Recreation Vibrancy 
 

 
Figure B.3. 
 
 

 
Figure B.4. 
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Figures B.5-6. Community Connectivity Measures by Recreation Vibrancy 
 

 
Figure B.5. 
 
 

 
Figure B.6. 
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Figures B.7-8. Economic Strength Measures by Library Vibrancy 
 

 
Figure B.7. 
 
 

 
Figure B.8. 
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Figures B.9-10. Socio-Demographic Appeal Measures by Library Vibrancy 
 

 
Figure B.9. 
 
 

 
Figure B.10. 
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Figures B.11-12. Community Connectivity Measures by Library Vibrancy 
 

 
Figure B.11. 
 
 

 
Figure B.12. 


