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What if we looked at our city from a 
perspective of what makes us happy?
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M ost of the time, discussion about the evolution of Calgary is focused on 
the negative and the controversial. This isn’t unique to Calgary and is 
indicative of the challenges of city-building everywhere. While this  
kind of debate and dialogue is essential in a democracy, we also think  

it’s important to reflect on what is working well.

That’s why we created the #happyyc project.

We initiated #happyyc to find out what places make Calgarians happy. We think that 
by understanding the places that people love, planners, designers, architects, citizens 
and community organizations alike can help make more happy happen. Over the 
course of many months, we took to the streets of Calgary and online looking to find 
out what places make Calgarians happy.  

The idea of taking happiness seriously has been gaining traction in a number of 
fields – from Alberta economist Mark Anielski’s book The Economics of Happiness, 
to psychologist Martin Seligman’s work on authentic happiness, the Kingdom of 
Bhutan’s measurement of Gross National Happiness, and Gretchen Rubin’s bestseller 
The Happiness Project. At their core, all these examples are focused on what really 
matters to people and how to structure systems both large and small to enable these 
good things to occur. In the realm of cities, Charles Montgomery recently wrote  
Happy City, which investigates the linkages between urban design and happiness.
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We wanted to take a look at our own city and hear from Calgarians about what places 
matter most to them. Using a simplified map and a single direction (“Map the spaces that are 
your happiest places!”) citizens were able to express the places that make them happy. We 
intentionally left it open – we’re didn’t restrict the kinds of places that people can choose.

What we saw was both fascinating and beautiful. The following pages share the maps that 
Calgarians created, highlighting some of the key things we heard and what we think are 
important questions we need to grapple with as a city in order to make Calgary a happier city. 
To those of you that took the time to create your map: thank you. It’s been an inspiring journey 
and hopefully we can all keep creating places in Calgary that make us happy.
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Chris, 40

Bridgeland / 15 years in Calgary
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Carrie, 25

Southwest / 23 years in Calgary
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Andrea, 21

Lake Bonavista / 17 years in Calgary
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AVERAGE AGE

who is #happyyc?

AGE RANGE

AVERAGE YEARS IN YYC YEARS IN YYC RANGE
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“Being human is itself difficult, and 
therefore all kinds of settlements 

(except dream cities) have problems.

Big cities have difficulties in 
abundance, because they have  

people in abundance.”

JANE JACOBS
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T he following pages reflect some of the key themes that emerged from the 
maps that Calgarians created through the #happyyc project. Looking at the 
entirety of the maps, a few interesting trends and issues were found that 
speak to how Calgarians see and live their city.

Happiness at the core

An interesting result of the maps was that the vast majority of spaces identified in 
the city were in the central core of the city – the surrounding neighbourhoods that 
encircle downtown, as well as downtown itself. Given this concentration and the 
geography of the city, people often complained about not having enough room to fully 
map their happy spaces, as they were so concentrated into a relatively small area of 
the city. This provides highlights of bright spots in the city while presenting  
a challenge for city-builders to create more happy places throughout Calgary.

Generally speaking, there is a common theme in the kinds of areas and locations that 
were identified – they are not auto-dominated environments. The continual struggle 
to create quality places for people as opposed to cars is one that cities across the world 
are grappling with and Calgary is no exception. Based on what Calgarians shared 
through this project, it seems that continued investment in the human scale is a path 
worth pursuing and fighting for.
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Local happiness

One of the interesting and inspiring things about this project was that nearly every 
response from citizens was unique to Calgary. Local eateries such as Bumpy’s Cafe and 
Una Pizza appeared, showing that Calgary’s food scene is becoming ever-more diverse 
and interesting. Shopping districts and neighbourhoods, such as Kensington, 17th 
Avenue and Inglewood appeared often throughout the project, indicating that these 
kinds of areas have a unique quality that gives people something more than just a 
product at the end of a transaction. 

What didn’t show up

Large-scale commercial development and chain stores dominate many of our 
commercial areas – whether enclosed malls like Chinook and Market Mall or the 
power centres of Crowfoot or Deerfoot Meadows. These are the places that so many 
Calgarians choose to shop, eat and recreate. But these areas rarely showed up in our 
maps when we asked people about the places that made them happy. Out of all the 
maps, only one chain store showed up. It was...you guessed it: Tim Hortons. 

What does it say about our society, our city and ourselves when we spend our time and 
resources on these kinds of large-scale commercial developments and chain stores if 
they don’t make us happy?

Learning how to live together

The maps created by Calgarians illustrate an inherent tension: a desire for privacy and 
reflection and a desire for places to gather and be with other people. At its core, this 
is a central tension of city-building. With a primarily suburban model of growth over 
the last number of decades, the focus of city-building in Calgary has tilted towards the 
individual. As the financial, environmental and social realities of this model become 
more prevalent, the city has shifted towards increased densification – both within the 
core of the city as well as at the edges. 

This shift from a suburban culture to a more urban culture is sure to be full of 
vigorous debate, but the challenge remains the same: we need to figure out how 
to live together in increasing larger numbers. By focusing on the kinds of spaces 
that make people happy, perhaps the conversation can move towards collaborative 
solutions that allows Calgary to become a more happy city.
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Holly, 30
Charleswood / 13 years in Calgary
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Dana, 36

West End / 15 years in Calgary
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Jennifer, 39

Hillhurst / 15 years in Calgary
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“Within built environments parks and 
green spaces are settings for cognitive 

respite, as they encourage social 
interaction and de-stressing through 

exercise or conversation, and  
provide calming settings.”

BRITISH JOURNAL OF SPORTS MEDICINE
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P arks, pathways and natural spaces are a real strength of Calgary. and showed 
up most frequently in the maps. There are over 10,000 hectares of parkland 
in Calgary along with nearly 800 kilometres of pathways, making the city’s 
pathway and bikeway networks the most extensive in North America. 

These kinds of spaces appeared most frequently in the #happyyc maps. Spaces like 
Nose Hill Park, Fish Creek Provincial Park, Prince’s Island and the river pathways all 
were frequently referenced, highlighting Calgarians’ appreciation for green space. 

If parks are sometimes seen as an escape or reprieve from the city, how does this 
impact our collective thinking of increasing density and provision of public space?  
As Calgary becomes a more urban place, do we need to think differently about the 
kinds of green spaces we provide to in order to give Calgarians places of calm and 
reflection as well as places to gather and play?
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Mark, 30

Parkdale / 30 years in Calgary
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Laura, 32

Woodbine / 6.5 months in Calgary
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Marc, 29

Mission / 22 years in Calgary
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Adam, 35

Sunnyside / 3 years in Calgary
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Sonja, 36

West Springs / 18 years in Calgary
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Alexander, 21

Huntington Hills / 12 years in Calgary
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“In a society becoming steadily more privatized  
with private homes, cars, computers, offices  
and shopping centers, the public component  

of our lives is disappearing. 

It is more and more important to make the cities 
inviting, so we can meet our fellow citizens face to 

face and experience directly through our senses. 
 

Public life in good quality public spaces is an 
important part of a democratic life and a full life.”

JAN GEHL
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S pecific neighbourhoods were the second most popular theme area in 
the #happyyc maps. Specifically, historical, inner-city communities like 
Kensington (Hillhurst-Sunnyside), Inglewood, Bridgeland and Mission 
were mentioned most frequently.  Downtown, Stephen Avenue, Chinatown, 

Eau Claire and the Beltline also were cited frequently. 

Amongst these neighbourhoods, common elements include human scale buildings, 
walkability, many small/niche businesses, numerous people, interesting architecture, 
diversity and cultural attractions. Urban neighbourhoods also reflect an ever-
changing culture and character, creating interest and presenting challenges of 
balancing preservation with the organic evolution of the neighbourhood.

As Calgary grows and evolves, how can the qualities of these neighbourhoods be 
replicated so that Calgary has these kinds of beloved neighbourhoods across the city, 
as opposed to just in the centre?
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Gina, 26

East Village / 18 years in Calgary
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Brendan, 30

Cli� Bungalow / 2 years in Calgary
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Chelsea, 20

Hawkwood / 19 years in Calgary
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Ben, 17

Douglasdale / 10 years in Calgary
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“Strength of character may be learned 
at work, but beauty of character is 

learned at home.”

HENRY DRUMMOND
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R egardless of location in the city, Calgarians seem to love their home.   
It’s not always their own home either, as happy mappers also indicated  
that the homes of friends and relatives were also places they loved to 
be. In the context of city-building, this logical love of home provides an 

interesting challenge: what people love, they will often fight to protect.

In many discussions of city-building in Calgary, the tension between private space and 
public benefit is often at the core of the debate. Debates on new development often 
manifests into the impact on property values for homeowners. People are often tied to 
the current way their neighbourhood looks and feels and expect this to stay the same 
over time. In a city that is growing as fast as Calgary, change is the norm. However, 
this runs up against the expectations of residents – particularly homeowners – that 
assume the neighbourhood will not or should not change.  

How do we shift the conversation from protecting private spaces to finding collective 
solutions to how we all can best live together, while respecting people’s affinity for 
their home?
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Cassandra, 25

Capitol Hill / 1 year in Calgary
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Katie, 26

Capitol Hill / 1.5 years in Calgary
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Sarah, 29

Hillhurst-Sunnyside / 19 years in Calgary
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Sarah, 30

Hillhurst / 20 years in Calgary
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Josephine

Crescent Heights / 10 years in Calgary
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Tyler, 24

Capitol Hill / 1 (great) year in Calgary
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“The vaunted ‘third space’ isn’t home, and isn’t work 
- it’s more like the living room of society at large. 
It’s a place where you are neither family nor co-

worker, and yet where the values, interests, gossip, 
complaints and inspirations of these two other 

spheres intersect. 

It’s a place at least one step removed from the 
structures of work and home, more random, and 
yet familiar enough to breed a sense of identity 

and connection. It’s a place of both possibility and 
comfort, where the unexpected and the mundane 

transcend and mingle.

And nine times out of ten, it’s a bar.”

MICHAEL HICKEY
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W hen you’re not at home and you’re not at work, you are likely find 
yourself in a “third space.” Ranging between public and private 
places, these are the spaces we go to socialize, seek inspiration,  
find tranquility and unwind.  

Some of the (non-open space) third places that showed up in the #happyyc maps 
included Wildrose Brewery, Higher Ground Cafe, and the bars and restaurants 
on 17th Avenue SW. The majority of these places are were concentrated in the 
neighbourhoods such as Mission, Inglewood and Kensington.

Although these private spaces are some of the happiest places, most Calgarians don’t 
live close enough to walk or even bike to the places identified. How can we make great 
third spaces more readily accessible to more Calgarians?
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Leyland, 24

Sunnyside / 1 year in Calgary
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Roberta, 24

Killarney / 20 years in Calgary
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Ashley, 29

Mount Royal / 4 years in Calgary
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Tina, 41

Braeside / 16 years in Calgary
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Katie, 14

Hillhurst-Sunnyside / 14 years in Calgary
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John, 39

Hillhurst / 14 years in Calgary
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Colin, 23

Marda Loop / 1 year in Calgary
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“Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and 
narrow-mindedness, and many of our 

people need it sorely on these accounts. 

Broad, wholesome, charitable views of 
men and things cannot be acquired by 

vegetating in one little corner of  
the earth all one’s lifetime.”

MARK TWAIN
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T he landscape of Calgary and the surrounding areas can be described as “a 
landscape of thirds” – prairie, foothills, mountains. The Rocky Mountains 
in particular, are a beloved playground for Calgarians and not surprisingly 
showed up a number of times in the #happyyc maps we received. 

People travel from all over the world to see what is essentially our back yard, our 
playground. Annually, over 3 million people visit Banff National Park – by far and  
away the most visited national park in Canada.

The most significant surprise to our team was the frequency that the airport showed 
up in people’s maps. Happy mappers put some descriptions on their reasons for the 
airport, which showed that they love the airport to come home, to go on adventures  
or to pick up family and friends. While there are a diversity of reasons identified,  
it’s interesting to note that these don’t reflect on any particularly unique qualities  
of Calgary as a place.

These two elements of the happy maps pose an interesting question: If Calgarians 
identify two of their happiest places as outside the city, what kinds of challenge does 
this present in building Calgary as a happy city?
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Carson, 33

St. Andrews Heights / 5 years in Calgary
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Janelle, 31

Sunnyside / 8 years in Calgary
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Tricia, 21

Lakeview / 21 years in Calgary
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Kady, 21

Douglasdale / 21 years in Calgary
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Jared, 28

Elboya / 21 years in Calgary
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Kathryn, 18

Mayland Heights / 18 years in Calgary
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“Without culture, and the relative 
freedom it implies, society, even  

when perfect, is but a jungle. This is 
why any authentic creation is a gift 

to the future.”

ALBERT CAMUS
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W hen it comes to culture, Calgary has some impressive qualities. The 
Arts Commons (formerly the Epcor Centre) is one of the three largest 
arts centres in Canada with 400,000 people attending 1800+ events 
each year. The Calgary public library is the second most used system 

in Canada and the sixth most used library system in North America. Often arts are 
tied to large capital investments for big showcase buildings.  

These play a vital role within the City and increasing its presence on the international 
stage. Older institutions like the Jubilee Auditorium together with up-and-coming 
new projects like the National Music Centre or adaptive reuse like the Art Gallery 
space within the old planetarium contribute to the city’s cultural legacy. 

Culture in many forms was reflected in the #happyyc maps. This included attractions 
like Heritage Park, Telus Spark and the Zoo. Festivals ranging from the Stampede to 
the Lilac Festival to Folk Fest also showed up in the maps, as did theatres and galleries. 
This highlights how public, private and volunteer investments of money, time and 
effort for these elements of the city improve the quality of life of Calgarians.

While much attention is given to larger scale projects and capital investments, small 
galleries, theatre groups and other institutions are vital to a local thriving art scene.  
In such a wealthy city, affordable spaces are in short supply, resulting in high  
expenses to more grassroots and underground groups. Support and creative  
thinking is required for Calgary to maintain and grow its high quality cultural 
offerings and provide opportunities for new, challenging and avant-garde art.  
How can Calgary continue to support and grow its arts scene at all scales and  
spaces throughout the city?



72

Karen, 27

Up the Hill / 1.5 weeks in Calgary
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Paul, 33

1 out of 365 days in Calgary
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Christina
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Nichole, 20

Southwood / 20 years in Calgary
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Stephanie, 25

Hillhurst / 7 years in Calgary
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Avery, 4

Hillhurst / 4 years in Calgary
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“Architecture should speak of its time 
and place, but yearn for timelessness.”

FRANK GEHRY 
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A city’s visual symbols are often its landmark buildings.  Eight maps 
highlighted notable architecture as an ingredient in their civic pride 
and personal happiness.  Examples range from the classic – The Calgary 
Tower or the Saddledome, to the contemporary future symbols – The Bow 

and the Peace Bridge.  Whether classic or brand new, each of these unique structures 
contributes to the impression of the city.

Large-scale, unique architectural projects, especially publicly funded projects, are 
often controversial.  This is best demonstrated by the controversy surrounding the 
Peace Bridge.  Though happiness and civic pride are hard to quantify, it is notable that 
these structures contribute in these two areas and help to define the contemporary 
image of a city.  

Calgary’s architecture heritage has followed international design trends since the 
city’s inception.  Since early Edwardian and revival styles (using local materials, most 
notably sandstone) through the international style and mid-century modernism –  
to post-modernism and everything in-between, Calgary has followed the trends.  
So how can a city, so anchored in the global context, assert a unique built language? 
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Cheri, 52

Brentwood / 30 years in Calgary
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Tamara

Hillhurst-Sunnyside / 52 years in Calgary
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Jeff, 28

East Village / 14 years in Calgary
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Coleen

Patterson / 20 years in Calgary
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B uilding a happy city is no easy task. As Calgary has grown 
competing interests and priorities have converged as more 
of us live together in shared spaces. Indeed, the challenges 
that Calgary faces are not unique. 

As more and more of the world’s population lives in cities, it is more 
important than ever that we create cities that facilitate the best quality 
of life for those that live there.

By challenging ourselves to focus on what makes our citizens happy, 
over time we can shift the conversation of how Calgary grows as a 
city. The maps that Calgarians created provide both information and 
inspiration for building a happy city. 

Hopefully this information motivates professionals, citizens, elected 
officials and communities to do their part in making Calgary – and 
cities everywhere – happy places. It is a collective challenge that 
requires collective dialogue and action. 

It is up to all of us to make happy happen.
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The goal of the #happyyc project is to find out what places make Calgarians happy. 
We think that by understanding the places that people love, planners, designers, architects, 
citizens and community organizations alike can help make more happy happen.


