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AN INTRODUCTION TO SYNAPCITY

Synapcity brings people and institutions together to create a better Ottawa.
As a community broker, we know that trusting relationships
are central to making change.
Civic engagement means more than voting,
or getting involved in public discourse –
it is also about participating in our own communities.
Our belief is that cities are more resilient and happier
when they are co-created – participatory CityMaking.
This is why we work with both people and institutions as equal beneficiaries.
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NOTE FROM BOARD CHAIR

As we launch
Synapcity’s 8th Civics
Boot Camp this spring,
I will once again
watch with awe the
transformation of about
40 people from nervous
but excited individuals
into confident citizens,
eager to make Ottawa a
better place.
Synapcity has found a way to build social capital – bridging
across the silos that divide us. Forging these connections
is vital in a world where social trust is eroding, respect for
institutions has plummeted, and people feel increasingly
isolated and fearful.

In this report, we present 18 people who have found
their voice and, with Synapcity’s support, gone through a
transformation. We celebrate them and all the people who
are now committed Synapcity CityMakers.
We also celebrate Manjit Basi, co-founder of Synapcity.
Her vision and creativity guided our transition from
grassroots to a force for community building. None of this
could have happened without the incredible commitment
of the Synapcity staff, now led by Laine Johnson, the
Board, and our funders and contributors across the city.
Thank you, all of you, for your time, money, and talent.
Every gift makes a difference for Ottawa.
Judith Maxwell
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NOTE FROM EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

When I first walked into
a Synapcity space, I was
floored by the number of
people contributing their
ideas for our city. Now
more than ever, as our faith
in democratic institutions is
being challenged, we need
to amplify the Synapcity
model as a solution for the
complexity of our
modern society.
At first glance, Synapcity is about cities - but what it’s
really about is our participants. Synapcity gives people and
institutions the opportunity to transform cynicism into
curiosity. All leave with a deeper commitment to welcoming
different perspectives as a part of healthy CityMaking.

We now measure our impact through changing attitudes
and shifting mindsets. We have included institutions as
an essential part of the civic ecosystem, because without
reciprocity, a city’s relationships cannot thrive.
We are proud to say there is no other civic non-profit
organization in Canada that works with both people
and institutions as equal beneficiaries. By bringing both
together, we strengthen social trust in our institutions.
Together, we will realize Ottawa’s inclusive culture of
participation and civic purpose.
It is an ambitious vision, but our city demands it. Thank
you to Manjit for laying the foundation for what I’m sure is
going to be some of our most exciting years to come.
Laine Johnson

HOW SYNAPCITY WORKS
Synapcity energizes and activates people and institutions to work together as CityMakers.
CityMakers share similar mindsets: curious in conversation, suspending judgment, and being open and respectful of others.

PEOPLE
Unsure how to work with the system
to achieve their goals.

INSTITUTIONS
Unsure how to engage people to
achieve impactful outcomes.

LEARN

CONNECT

BECOME EMPOWERED

ADVOCATE

SEE VALUE IN ENGAGEMENT

HAVE OPENED MINDSETS
PEOPLE

ACT

INSTITUTIONS

BETTER ENGAGE WITH PEOPLE

FORM NEW CONNECTIONS
FORM NEW CONNECTIONS
ACCESS KNOWLEDGE & RESOURCES

TAKE LEADERSHIP IN CITYMAKING

PEOPLE AND INSTITUTIONS
SHARE A RENEWED SOCIAL TRUST

ULTIMATE OUTCOME
People, organizations and governments
come together in an inclusive culture of
participation and civic purpose.

INTEGRATE PEOPLE’S PERSPECTIVES

HOW SYNAPCITY WORKS - IN CITYMAKER STORIES

HOW SYNAPCITY WORKS
OPENED MINDSETS
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BRIAN OUELLETTE
SPRING 2017 CIVICS BOOT CAMP
Brian, who believes we must face the
uncomfortable in order to change in
life, picked a Civics Boot Camp case
study that challenged him:
Safe Injection Sites.

“If it weren’t for Synapcity, I don’t
think I’d have applied for this position
[at St. Joseph’s]. The group I was with
all brought their own perspectives
and shared their own stories. It was
a gradual process through that six
weeks; the people I worked with
were phenomenal in helping me
understand. It was a complete 180
from where I was at the beginning.”

St. Joseph’s Parish

HOW SYNAPCITY WORKS
TAKE LEADERSHIP IN CITYMAKING
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SUN SHAN
SPRING 2017 CIVICS BOOT CAMP
Sun Shan joined Civics Boot Camp
as a newcomer to Ottawa. For
12 years, Sun Shan ran different
environmental organisations for
ecological and natural conservation
in Western China, and on
sustainability in general.

“Having come from a non-profit
profession, sometimes I had such
a hard time getting the politicians
to listen. My biggest take-away
from Synapcity is that this is a
democratic society; the city has all
of these people and organisations
and politicians. The City is Its People!
It’s so individually nourishing to me,
and I’ll continue applying that sort of
accessibility to what I do in Ottawa.”

Just Food Farm

HOW SYNAPCITY WORKS
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TAKE LEADERSHIP IN CITYMAKING

HUGUETTE JEAN
FRANÇOIS
SPRING 2017 CIVICS BOOT CAMP
Through attending Civics Boot
Camp, Huguette realised she had
to move forward with her project:
the Innovation & Creation Lab,
helping vulnerable women develop
the necessary skills to get back
into the workforce in the area of
Information Technology.

“Synapcity helped me understand
that I was doing the right thing by
being involved in the community.
‘I participated in Orleans Talks
2018 this year because I wanted to
develop my social enterprise and
network with people who share the
same interests. As citizens, we have
to do our part to help the city move
forward. Community organisations
have to work together in order to
have a positive impact on the city.”
Huguette’s Home
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HOW SYNAPCITY WORKS
FORM NEW CONNECTIONS

LARRY SHAMASH
& CAROLINE W.
SPRING 2017 CIVICS BOOT CAMP
Larry, a member of the School
Council and founder of campaign,
Renew Elmdale, met Caroline
through Civics Boot Camp. Together,
they worked on the project,
advocating for improvements to be
made to the school. Renew Elmdale
was successful in 2018.

Elmdale Public School
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“Before Synapcity, I’d never
imagined reaching out to a
politician. Throughout Civics
Boot Camp, we realised ‘wow,
we can speak to these people’ —
and more than that, Synapcity
gave us the tools to use when
we do speak with them.”
Caroline W.

“When I declared my project,
Renew Elmdale, in front of the
whole Civics Boot Camp group,
I knew I had to see it through.
We had such great guests
speakers, and we met Yasir
Naqvi. He’s the key player in
our project. Synapcity gave us
a better understanding of our
stakeholders, and our audience.
They helped us understand how
to generate support.”
Larry Shamash
(Founder, Renew Elmdae)

HOW SYNAPCITY WORKS
FORM NEW CONNECTIONS
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NATALIE APPLEYARD, JESSIE
PIERRE, PATRICIA CHAU
CIVICS TALKS AND 100IN1DAY 2017
These three CityMakers live in Barrhaven, and
were part of different Synapcity cohorts. They
connected through Synapcity, and participated in
different programs including 100in1Day 2017.

Natalie’s Home
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“So many people care about
improving their city, but
they don’t know how to go
about doing so. Synapcity is
a fantastic organisation for
that. I felt it was a great way
to connect with other people
and learn about the basics of
approaching these issues, to
move forward and connect with
others who also want the same.”

“I was connected with Patricia
and Natalie for 100in1Day, to
make a collaborative effort to
bring an event to Barrhaven. I
stayed involved with Synapcity
because I love how it empowers
us to make a better community,
and a more inclusive
community. There’s still work to
be done, and I want to continue
doing that!”

Natalie Appleyard

Jessie Pierre

“Synapcity gave me a nice
introduction to civic processes
and how decisions are made
under a political view. I met
Natalie there - she’s so friendly
and kind! - and Jessie during
our 100in1Day activity. We share
ideas and connect through the
desire to make our neighborhood
more of a community.”
Patricia Chau
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HOW SYNAPCITY WORKS
INTEGRATE PEOPLE’S PERSPECTIVES

TIM TIERNEY,
MICHELLE LEMIEUX,
NICOLE LI
VISION JASMINE 2017
Vision Jasmine brought together
Synapcity, the Eastern Ottawa
Resource Centre (EORC), and
Councillor Tim Tierney to dream
Jasmine Crescent and discuss
neighbourhood innovation.

Gloucester Emergency Food Cupboard
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“Synapcity played a key role
in bringing everyone together.
They allowed us to go out and
see what other people were
saying — not just what we were
saying to ourselves. I think
there’s a crucial role in having
those independent dialogues;
they can contribute and be
directed at the same time,
getting us to a point where we
can give back to the community.
Synpacity does that well.”
Tim Tierney (Councillor, Beacon HillCyrville Ward)

“Vision Jasmine is about
connecting neighbours, and
Synapcity was great for that.
They created avenues for
people to come together and
talk about what they wanted
to see in their community, and
that engagement is what is
really important.”

“The partnership between
the Eastern Ottawa Resource
Centre, Vision Jasmine and
Synapcity was important
because we’re working towards
a common goal: neighbourhood
well-being, and sustaining
a healthy community. That
partnership was invaluable.”

Michelle Lemieux (Community
Development Coordindator, EORC)

Nicole Li (Community Developer,
EORC)

HOW SYNAPCITY WORKS
FORM NEW CONNECTIONS
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JEREMY COLBECK,
TARAN WASSON,
IMAN AL-KHATIB
SYNAPCITY LEARNING GROUP
These three CityMakers are part of our
Learning Group, and in the driver’s seat
of our program evaluations.

National Arts Centre
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“Synapcity is an organisation
that’s found a really good idea,
and has some good people with
a lot of motivation behind it.
That’s what first inspired me
to get involved. It was also inline with the amount of time
I had, especially not knowing
where I’d be in the city [due to
farming]. The Learning Group
allows me to see how the
organisation is developing and
growing to impact Ottawa.”
Jeremy Colbeck
(Co-Creator, BeetBox
Cooperative Farm)

“I’ve always been very civicallyminded and I thought I’d
take the opportunity to learn
more, and I absolutely loved
it. It comes down to the very
essence of Synapcity: improving
the quality of life around
Ottawa, by improving your civic
life and space.”
Taran Wasson
(Federal Public Servant)

“Synapcity keeps me very
busy, happy and active. With
the Learning Group, I meet
new people and enjoy my
time participating and sharing
information about the city.
I encourage new friends to
be in the group, so we can
all work together to build an
amazing Ottawa.”
Iman Al-Khatib
(Safe People Project, United
Neighbours Liberal Change,
and City for All Women Initiative)

HOW SYNAPCITY WORKS
INTEGRATE PEOPLE’S PERSPECTIVES
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DOMINIQUE MURPHY,
LYNDA FRANC,
MARIAM ZOHOURI
100IN1DAY 2017
100in1Day 2017 saw partners
Operation Come Home and
Mealshare come together for an
intervention. Operation Come Home
is a social service for homeless youth.
Mealshare is an international charity
partnering with restaurants to
provide meals to youth in need.

Operation Come Home
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“I’ve done Civics Talks in
the past; we were figuring
out trends of the homeless
population. We love doing focus
groups like that because it’s
really hard to give our clients
the opportunity to speak about
what they’re seeing. Giving them
that agency through Synapcity
was huge. Now we know how
to better support them based
on what they told us, and that is
critical to what we do.”
Dominique Murphy
(Former Drop-In Coordinator
and Housing Support Worker at
Operation Come Home)

“100in1Day was the first event
Mealshare and Operation Come
Home did together publicly.
It was awesome being able to
engage with people. Synapcity
does a great job of bringing
together groups already doing
great work together in this city,
showing that they’re working
together, so people know what’s
going on in the city.”
Mariam Zohouri
(Mealshare Community Leader)
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TIMELINE

OCT - DEC 2016
First Board Meeting!
Synapcity has its first meeting! Board members
include: Manjit Basi, Judy Watling, Ken Victor,
Judith Maxwell, James Hanington, Yancy Craig,
and Caroline Andrew. Aaron Burry joins the
following year.

APRIL - JUNE 2016
Citizen City
Synapcity welcomes over 80 people from
across the city to Wellington West, to
participate in a visioning workshop for
potential placemaking in Ottawa.
We Become a Non-Profit!
Synapcity incorporates as a non-profit!

J U LY - S E P 2 0 1 6
Placemaking Ottawa
Synapcity goes to Allsaints to ask
institutions and people: why do you care
about great places in Ottawa? Joined by
the Sandy Hill Community Centre, Quartier
Vanier BIA and more.

Civics Boot Camp: 42 Graduates
Synapcity participants work through case
studies: Housing, Accessibility, Immigration,
Youth Employment, Community Spaces, and
Complete Streets.
Civics Talks with Parkdale Food Centre
Synapcity partners with the Parkdale
Food Centre, bringing the conversation to
neighbours and what they would like to see for
their neighbourhood.
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TIMELINE

JAN - MARCH 2017

APRIL - JUNE 2017

WWIT Conversation
Along with Cooperative Housing Association
of Eastern Ontario, Synapcity asks:
“What Would It Take for Ottawa to be the
Cooperative Capital of Canada?”

Vision Jasmine
Synapcity is joined by the Eastern Eastern
Ottawa Resource Centre and Tim Tierney to
dream Vision Jasmine, exploring what could
make Jasmine an even better place to live.

Ottawa as a Participatory City
Synapcity joins forces with the Impact Hub, the
J.W. McConnell Family Foundation and Cities
for People to discuss how ordinary citizens can
transform their neighbourhoods and cities.

WWIT for Coach Houses to have an
Impact on Housing
In 2016, the City approved new policy that
allows for Coach Houses to be built as part
of urban intensification on certain types
of properties. In partnership with the City,
Synapcity asks: “What Would It Take for
Coach Houses to Have an Impact on Housing
in Ottawa?”

WWIT for Ottawa to be a
Human Rights City?
Partnering with the Human Rights Research
and Education Centre at the University of
Ottawa, Synapcity presents “What Would it
Take for Ottawa to be a Human Rights City?”

Mapping Engagement
Led by Synapcity contributors, Ingrid Richter
and Mary Pat MacKinnon, participants
learned to engage and mobilize stakeholders
strategically within their networks.

100in1Day Ottawa
Powered by Synapcity, with support from
United Way Ottawa, Evergreen and community
partners, Ottawa joins the 100in1Day movement
for the first time! A global grassroots
placemaking festival, 100in1Day is a growing
movement that empowers people to use place
to share their passions and priorities.

Civics Boot Camp: 40 Graduates
Synapcity participants explore the social issues
of Safe Injection Sites, Revitalization Without
Gentrification, Seniors and Complete Streets.
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TIMELINE

J U LY - S E P 2 0 1 7
Synapcity creates its Theory of Change
Synapcity completes its six months of
work with the Innoweave Impact and
Strategic Clarity program, a project of the
J.W. McConnell Family Foundation, taking a
critical look at the evidence supporting the
organization. Synapcity develops an action
plan to serve people over time.

OCT - DEC 2017
Three full-time staff
Synapcity employs three full-time staff: Acting
Executive Director Laine Johnson, Programs
Coordinator Stephane L. Pressault, and
Communications Coordinator, Nickie Shobeiry.

Moves to Saint Paul University!
Synapcity celebrates a collaboration with
Saint Paul University, plus a new office and
workshop space for social innovation, L’Atelier!
City Building Forum
Synapcity joins Councillor Jan Harder, General
Manager of Planning and Infrastructure
Stephen Willis, and Professor Benjamin Gianni
to discuss the creation of a collaborative
networking environment for city-building
organizations to come together and network in
a neutral setting.

Nov: Barrhaven Civics Talks
Synapcity invites residents of Barrhaven to
meet at the Loblaws Cooking School to discuss
neighbourhood innovation.
Creative CityMakers: Synapcity asks,
‘Why Ottawa for Arts & Culture?’
Synapcity brings together some of Ottawa’s
most talented artists for an evening of
co-created art, live performances and answers
the question: why do artists choose to have
their careers in Ottawa?

Civics Boot Camp: 41 Graduates
Participants explore Urban Forests, Newcomer
Settlement, and Homelessness while practicing
collaborative skills.
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‘ T H E B E A R ’ BY J U S TJ A M A A L T H E P O E T

For Creative CityMakers in December 2017, JustJamaal the Poet, Ottawa’s Poet Laureate, used the room’s collective
wisdom to co-create a unique Synapcity artifact, using people’s answers to ‘Why Ottawa for Arts and Culture’?
To be discovered is like a lazy and lonely bear
Waking up to its full potential.
Soul-searching in a Venn diagram belonging to
Original indigenous land owners needing support.
Opening the eclectic talents,
Emerging alive,
Rooted,
Connected,
Seeking reverence and community-driven inclusivity.
The bear moves forward with a hunger,
Growing in need of a bigger audience,
Its food
Is a surprisingly small audience,
Sometimes underrated,
Yet diverse –
Musicians that are supported
Even if the neighbours complain about noise.

The bear’s frontier
Is a thriving, accessible, friendly, inclusive, bilingual,
government-funded city,
Call it ‘caput mundi’ in the making,
With more variety, more connections, and more value
Than outside tourism could ever offer –
And way more happening
Than anyone could ever expect.
The bear sees that this is attainable.
It reflects on Canada,
And realises
There’s lots to discover.

Illustration by Mariam Zohouri
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100in1Day is a global grassroots festival, inspiring change
across cities through 100 innovative ideas, all activated in
one day. Open to all, this event proves that a simple action
can make a big difference.
Synapcity hosted the Ottawa event in June 2017. We
supported 105 interventions that represented many ideas,
projects and passions - everything from beautification
projects to lemonade stands to VR demonstrations!
We were thrilled to learn that more than 3,500 people
participated in 100in1Day events, including approximately
1,000 kids. Interventions took place in both rural and
urban areas of the city. Participants came from all types
of backgrounds, including individuals, community groups,
organizations and politicians – MP and Minister Catherine
McKenna, and City Councillor Tobi Nussbaum.
100in1day Ottawa was an incredible experience for people
who took thoughtful, playful and collaborative action to
draw attention to social issues - all making Ottawa livelier,
healthier and more creative.
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W H AT W E ’ V E L E A R N T

Synapcity is guided by an Evaluation Advisory Committee
and, true to our values, a Learning Group made up of
alumni. This participatory, user-based evaluation process
is unique to Synapcity; who better to validate our findings
than those who join our programs?
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Who comes to Synapcity programs?
Civics Boot Camp & Civics Talks
To ensure our program represents the true diversity of
Ottawa, we select applicants based on census data. Our
2016-17 data shows participants were majority femaleidentifying (67%), and between the ages of 30 and 39 (27%).
In terms of household income, the majority earned $50$64,999 (23%). Geographically, most participants were
from Urban Ottawa, followed by Suburban Ottawa
(East 28%, West 22%, South 5%). The minority of people
came from Rural Ottawa (3%). As for languages spoken at
home, English was the primary language (84%), followed
by French (6%), and then Arabic, Spanish and Farsi (2%).
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W H AT W E ’ V E L E A R N T

CIVICS BOOT CAMP

WHAT WENT WELL

WHAT WE LEARNT

• ¾ of alumni felt they had gained key skills such as:

• We experimented with the format of the sessions,
making sure participants worked on a project they
were passionate about.

• Stakeholder strategic engagement.
• Group-based intervention.
• Civics Boot Camp strongly encouraged an already
active group of people in their desire to be
involved.
• Fall 2016, 77% felt they were better at:
• Valuing a variety of perspectives when
decision-making.
• Discovering the strengths of others in the room
• Engaging with key stakeholders on an issue.
• 100% of this cohort intended to volunteer and use
social media to support community causes.
• 86% said they would start a new initiative.
• Fall 2017, 73% were more interested in hearing
other people’s different views on an issue.
• 56% were more likely to rethink their own views.

• We developed an Alumni and social media
strategy, to keep participants connected with
each other and Synapcity.
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W H AT W E ’ V E L E A R N T

CIVICS TALKS

WHAT WENT WELL

WHAT WE LEARNT

• Barrhaven Talks: 9/10 wanted to act on an issue
they identified.

• Civics Talks are hyper-local, with smaller but
more focused groups.

• Participants felt empowered to participate in
civic life.

• We moved from partnering with one community
organisation to several.

• Most were committed to learning more about
local issues, services and organisations.

• One session wasn’t enough to deepen social trust.
We developed a two-session format:

• Three participants created the monthly meet-up,
‘Barrhaven Explorers’, showing the community’s
‘hidden gems’.

1. Participants are invited to share issues they
want to work on.
2. We guide them on how to work on the
issue collaboratively.
• Participants wanted to know how we would use
the information collected from Civics Talks.
• We now produce a report after each
completed workshop.
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T H A N K YO U

Our sincerest thanks to all the individuals who have worked with us to create our programs and our projects, providing
everything from expertise to muscle to faith. Too many to mention, but all deserving a special acknowledgment.
And a big thank you to our funders:

An agency of the Government of Ontario
Un organisme du gouvernement de l’Ontario

THE MATT FOUNDATION

Our sponsors:

And our partners:

