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The March/April 2015 PAS Memo, “Geodesign and the Future
of Planning,” explored a new design approach that is rooted in
the history of planning practice and enabled by rapid advances in digital technology (McElvaney and Rouse 2015). This
approach, called geodesign (or geography + design), has been
defined as “an iterative design method that uses stakeholder
input, geospatial modeling, impact simulations, and real-time
feedback to facilitate holistic decisions and smart decisions”
(McElvaney and Walker 2013). It provides a framework and set
of tools for exploring issues from a transdisciplinary perspective
and for resolving conflicts between differing points of view.
“Geodesign and the Future of Planning” explored how
geodesign can enrich the future practice of planning. It introduced the concept of geodesign and its evolution, described
examples of how it is being used in practice, and provided
guidance for planners who may wish to apply the geodesign
process in their communities.
Planners and the communities they serve face increasingly
complex challenges in the 21st century. Global trends such as
climate change, population growth and urbanization, environmental damage, and socioeconomic inequity are manifested
at the local level by acute shocks (e.g., extreme weather and
economic downturns) and chronic stresses (e.g., poverty and
disparities in health outcomes between affluent and poor
neighborhoods). The siloed, linear thinking of the past must
be replaced with a more systems-oriented, adaptive approach
focused on outcomes if planners are to foster creation of more
inclusive, sustainable, and resilient communities.
As a methodology that combines design (devising a plan to
produce desired outcomes) and geography (spatial analysis),
powered by GIS technology that enables measurement of
performance, geodesign lends itself well to this new way of
thinking. It is an approach that can be applied to many types
and scales of planning projects and processes.
This supplement to the March/April 2015 PAS Memo addresses the application of geodesign to the comprehensive
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plan, the leading policy document guiding the long-range
development of local governmental jurisdictions in the United
States. It examines the evolution of comprehensive planning
processes from a top-down, rational model to a values-driven
approach. The article then describes how geodesign can be
integrated into this process to take comprehensive planning to
the next level, as exemplified by the coordinated application
of Heart & Soul and Values Mapping methodologies, and offers
planners a model comprehensive planning and geodesign
process.
The Power of the Comprehensive Plan
As the leading long-range policy instrument of local governments in the United States, the comprehensive plan (referred
to as a general plan in California and community master plan
in New Jersey) is a potentially powerful vehicle for applying the
geodesign approach. The power of comprehensive planning
— informed by the geodesign approach — to effect lasting
change derives from four basic attributes of effective plans:
•
•
•
•

Integrated, covering multiple, interconnected community systems (land use, transportation, natural resources,
economic development, etc.);
Inclusive, involving citizens in the planning process from
visioning and goal setting to establishing priorities for
action;
Implementable, providing the mandate to guide
development, capital investment, and other long-range
decision making by local governments; and
Scalable, setting the framework for action at the intrajurisdictional (district and site) and extrajurisdictional (neighboring communities, region, and beyond) levels.

Because of its long-range perspective and focus on change
affecting the places people are familiar with and attached to,
comprehensive planning can be a contentious exercise.
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Table 1. Seven Core Principles of Human Change
1.

Most people resist change if they don’t believe it is necessary or worth upsetting the status quo.

2.

Since change is inevitable, the most successful human systems are those built to adapt to change.

3.

Most cultures do not change easily, especially those that have been in place for a long time.

4.

Since change potentially threatens the stability of the whole system, change is often perceived of as dangerous.

5.

Potential changes can be perceived as a threat to a person’s sense of self.

6.

People tend to resist change when they don’t understand the process used to reach the conclusions and proposed changes.

7.

People resist change that is imposed on them but will support change they have helped to design or that they believe
sufficiently takes their needs into consideration.

Source: McElvaney and Foster 2014

Dr. Lisa McElvaney and Kellean Foster have identified challenges associated with the “human” (as opposed to technical)
aspects of planning for change. These challenges include
securing adequate representation from stakeholders, building
their confidence in the process, and recognizing and integrating community values (McElvaney and Foster 2014). In
Table 1, McElvaney and Foster identify seven core principles
of human change derived from the field of organizational
development.
McElvaney and Foster further reference a model designed
to overcome the tendency of people to resist change and

“create the conditions necessary to get a real paradigm shift”
(Dannemiller Tyson Associates 2000):
D x V x F > R (Dissatisfaction x Vision x First Steps > Resistance)
According to Dannemiller Tyson, if any of the three elements (dissatisfaction with the status quo, an alternative vision
for the future, and first steps for achieving the vision) equals
zero, then “the drive for change cannot overcome the natural
forces of resistance.”

The Geodesign Framework
As described in “Geodesign and the Future of Planning,”
Carl Steinitz, professor emeritus of landscape architecture at
Harvard University’s Graduate School of Design, established
a framework for the geodesign process composed of six
questions relevant to landscape change (Steinitz 1990, 2012).
The first three questions describe the world as it is, assessing its
condition and whether it is working well or not (the assessment process). The last three questions describe the world as
it could be, evaluating proposed design alternatives and their
impacts (the intervention process).
Assessment Process
The first question, “How should the context be described?” consists of defining the study area’s extent and abstracting relevant
geography into a series of spatial data layers.
The second question, “How does the context operate?” combines geospatial data and the use of spatial analysis and modeling techniques to describe geographic processes and predict
how spatial phenomena and processes might change over time.
The third question, “Is the context working well?” involves
the creation of composite maps that combine discrete data
layers in a way that shows areas that are more favorable than
others for certain activities (McHarg’s ecological planning
methodology empowered by GIS technology).
2

Intervention Process
Once the assessment is complete, the geodesign intervention process begins. This is where alternative scenarios are
developed and evaluated for their efficacy. It begins with
the fourth question, “How might the context be altered?”
which involves the sketching of design alternatives directly
onto a geospatially referenced surface or data layer within a
GIS application.
The fifth question, “What differences might the changes
cause?” is answered by the rapid evaluation of the impacts of
those changes using the site suitability and other composite
maps developed during the assessment process.
Finally, the sixth question, “Should the context be
changed?” integrates considerations of policies (e.g., regulations, capital improvement programs) and values into the
decision process. The information produced by the impact
models is used to help stakeholders and decision makers
weigh the pros and cons of each decision factor so they can
weigh alternative solutions and make the most informed
decision possible.
Steinitz’s framework calls for three iterations of the six
questions, first in scoping the geodesign study, second in
designing the study methodology, and finally in carrying out
the study itself.
American Planning Association | www.planning.org
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Designed for organizations, the DVF Model has powerful
potential for application to community planning processes:
•
•
•

Dissatisfaction: Make people understand why “business
as usual” (the status quo) is unacceptable and change is
needed.
Vision: Develop a common desired vision of what the
community can become in the future as an alternative to
the status quo.
Implementation First Steps: Agree on significant actions to take to begin to move towards the vision.

If resistance to change is anticipated or becomes evident
during the process, planners can analyze which element(s) needs
to be strengthened to reduce it (McElvaney and Foster 2014).
Values-Driven Planning
The reader may be wondering what the above discussion has
to do with geodesign, an approach best known for applying
the increasing power of GIS technology to the planning and
design process. According to Carl Steinitz, geodesign requires
collaboration among the design professions, geographic
sciences, information technologies, and the people of the place
(Steinitz 2012). Stated another way, the geodesign process is
empowered by science/technology, design, and people, with
the first two providing information and decision support for
the third, most essential, component.
“Geodesign and the Future of Planning” notes that geodesign reframes an old idea in planning: design that considers
geography, an approach embodied in the work of Ian McHarg
and the ecological planning method developed by the firm
Wallace McHarg Roberts & Todd (WMRT) through landmark
projects such as the 1963 Plan for the Greenspring and
Worthington Valleys in Baltimore County, Maryland (winner of
APA’s 2010 National Planning Excellence Award for a Planning
Landmark). McHarg referred to natural (land, air, and water)
resources as constituting “social values” because they are
indispensable to life (McHarg 1969). The ecological planning
method identified and ranked the “intrinsic suitability” of land
for different uses (conservation, recreation, urban development, etc.) by overlaying maps of resource factors such as
geology, soils, slopes, hydrology, and vegetation. It exemplified
the rational planning model, a “top-down” approach in which
planners developed alternatives for decision makers based on
data collection and analysis.
Values-driven planning was developed in the 1990s by
Wallace Roberts & Todd (WRT, the successor firm to WMRT) as
an alternative to top-down, data-driven policy plans prepared
with limited public input and bottom-up visioning processes
that emphasized citizen participation but produced few tangible results through implementation. As illustrated in Figure 1
(p. 4), its core methodology consists of a three-phase planning
process (similar to the above described elements of the DVF
model for overcoming human resistance to change) that asks
and answers three questions through structured stakeholder
and citizen involvement (Rouse 1998).
www.planning.org | American Planning Association

The Plan for the Valleys used the ecological planning method to
guide development to areas identified as capable of absorbing it
(village centers, hamlets, and plateaus rather than valley floors and
walls). Courtesy WRT Archives.

The FOCUS Kansas City Comprehensive Plan, which
received APA’s Outstanding Planning Award for a Plan in
1999, illustrates the values-driven planning process (Figure
2, p. 4). It began with preparation by city staff of a comprehensive database providing participants with a common
understanding of existing conditions, future trends, and
related issues. Twelve Perspective Groups, each representing a particular interest or viewpoint (African American,
business, civic, environmental, etc.), were asked to develop
ideas for the future by answering 62 questions about Kansas
City. The Steering Committee (the citizen entity responsible
for decision making throughout the FOCUS process) and
city staff then synthesized this input into a Vision for Kansas
City’s future and 14 Principles for Policy.
In the next phase, 40-member Work Teams developed
seven separate but interrelated component plans (Human
Investment, Governance, and five Physical Environment components) defining strategies and actions for turning the Vision
and Policy Principles into reality. The Steering Committee and
city staff again synthesized this input into a Unified Direction
composed of 12 Building Blocks (FOCUS Centers, Moving
About the City, Citizen Access and Communication, etc.) to
guide plan implementation.
In the final stage of the planning process, the Work Teams
integrated the Building Blocks into detailed action plans for
each component, with the Steering Committee responsible
for reviewing progress and resolving any policy issues. On the
whole, the seven plans were remarkably consistent, reflecting
3
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Figure 1. Values-Driven Planning Process

the consensus among diverse interests built through citizen
participation in each stage of the FOCUS process (Rouse 1998).
Almost two decades have passed since adoption of the FOCUS
Kansas City Comprehensive Plan in 1997. The major elements of

the values-driven planning process are ingrained in contemporary
practice: a robust community engagement program informed by
existing conditions and trends, leading to formulation of a shared
vision for the future, alternatives for achieving the vision, and

Figure 2. FOCUS Kansas City Planning Process

actions to implement the preferred alternative.. At the same time
communities are dealing with increasingly complex issues, many
reflecting larger economic, environmental, and social trends (e.g.,
globalization, climate change, and increasing inequality) that they
have little power to influence. For comprehensive planning to be
effective in the 21st century, it will need to empower communities to become more resilient and sustainable given the deep
challenges they face.
The Imagine Austin (Texas) Comprehensive Plan (winner
of numerous awards, including the APA Sustainable Communities Division’s inaugural Sustainable Policy, Law, or Plan Award
4

in 2014) is an example of a new generation of comprehensive
plans that is emerging to address these challenges. This plan
succeeded in a city that had not adopted a new comprehensive plan since 1979 (an attempt in the late 1980s and early
1990s failed amid controversy) in large part because city council supported the effort from the beginning, setting three goals
for the planning process and outcome: inclusive community
engagement (process), increased sustainability (substance),
and effective implementation (outcome). Major issues included, among others, equity for an increasingly diverse population; sustainable water supply; automobile dependency and
American Planning Association | www.planning.org
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traffic congestion; and the environmental, economic, and fiscal
impacts of growth in a planning area (city limits and extraterritorial jurisdiction) projected to add approximately 700,000 new
residents and 300,000 new jobs by 2040.
The process was led by a Citizens Advisory Task Force and
involved 18,532 participants through a variety of outreach
mechanisms, according to the City of Austin Planning and
Zoning. Based on public input in the early stages of the process,
a vision statement was developed defining Austin in 2040 as a
complete community across the three pillars of environmental
sustainability, social equity, and economic opportunity. Citizens
were then engaged in a scenario-planning exercise using “chips”
representing types and increments of land use to explore how
the projected growth could be accommodated to achieve
this vision. City staff and consultants synthesized dozens of
individual chip exercise maps into four future scenarios plus a
trend scenario for comparison purposes. The five scenarios were
measured against sustainability indicators developed from the
vision statement such as acres of land developed, greenhouse
gas emissions, the cost of public infrastructure, average travel
times, etc. This evaluation and public input were used to define a
preferred scenario (Growth Concept Map) setting the framework
for Austin to become a compact + connected city.
Implementation of Imagine Austin is an ongoing, public process structured around eight priority programs (Healthy Austin,
Creative Economy, Mobility, Water, etc.), each led by an interde-

partmental work team. Components of the overall implementation program include the CodeNEXT revision to Austin’s Land
Development Code, coordination of capital investments through
the city’s Capital Planning Office, and community capacity-building and partnerships outside of city government.
Comprehensive Planning and Geodesign
A question that remains to be answered is how geodesign can
be integrated into comprehensive planning to help planners
address the big issues facing their communities.
While the Plan for the Valleys (representing McHarg’s
ecological planning methodology), FOCUS Kansas City, and
Imagine Austin are leading plans of their respective eras,
they at most partially incorporate the geodesign model of
science/technology, design, and people, whether through
limitations of technology, process, or other reasons. For
example, GIS technology was unavailable to McHarg and his
colleagues, who painstakingly constructed transparent maps
of suitability factors by hand, which when superimposed
revealed opportunities and constraints for different land uses
(a rigorous, scientific approach for the time). While representing the top-down, rational planning model, the Plan for the
Valleys did reflect the values of the client (the Greenspring
and Worthington Valley Planning Council, comprising the
area’s major landowners) and had lasting impact by guiding
development to areas identified as capable of absorbing

Value mapping of core values in the Envision Victor planning process. Courtesy Orton Family Foundation/Placeways.
www.planning.org | American Planning Association
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Figure 3. Model Comprehensive Planning and Geodesign Process

it (village centers, hamlets, and plateaus rather than valley
floors and walls).
FOCUS Kansas City was primarily a policy plan whose
process did not include a scientific analysis of physical factors
affecting development or consideration of scenarios to inform
design at the citywide scale. The Imagine Austin process incorporated extensive GIS mapping of natural factors that was used
as input for the public scenario-planning exercise. However,
the scenarios were constructed by hand, photographed, and
then digitally imported into GIS for evaluation by city staff and
consultants. (The latest applications allow for digital construction and “real-time” analysis of scenarios so that participants
can see the impacts of their work.) While the FOCUS Kansas
City and Imagine Austin processes were both designed to
identify and express community values in the vision and implementing strategies, their respective approaches were more “art”
than “science” in that they did not enunciate a methodology for
doing so.
The next step in the evolution of comprehensive planning
process may come from two new planning methodologies being used together to bring geodesign capabilities into the values-driven planning process. Developed over the last decade,
the Orton Family Foundation’s Heart & Soul methodology is
designed to explicitly identify shared values early in the planning process for use in guiding decisions about a community’s
future. It is based on the premise that emotional connections
are key to citizen engagement in community planning and
development. Moreover, such connections can drive action
for the public good when people begin to see their personal
stories as part of a larger community narrative and themselves
as creators of that narrative. The foundation has applied the
Heart & Soul methodology in small towns and rural communities from New England to Colorado and Idaho.
6

The firm Placeways LLC has developed a technique called
value mapping that translates the qualitative values identified
through a Heart & Soul (or other similar) process into measures
that can be used to compare and evaluate different scenarios
for a community’s future. This technique creates a “value tree”
of the core values and their elements, drivers that cause or
contribute to the presence of those elements in the community, physical forms that affect the value drivers, and weighted
value scores for use in comparing and evaluating scenarios
using CommunityViz, a GIS-based decision support software
program (Walker and Daniels 2011).
Envision Victor provides an example of application of the
Heart & Soul process and value mapping technique (Orton
Family Foundation 2011, Placeways LLC 2011). Victor is a small
Idaho town (1,928 residents as of the 2010 U.S. Census) set
on a broad plain surrounded by mountains. Historically an
agricultural community settled by members of the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Victor has experienced increasing development pressures and a divide between longtime residents and more recent arrivals. Led by the Orton
Family Foundation, Envision Victor used storytelling and other
techniques to build trust and identify five core values shared
by Victor residents: Small Town Feel, Family Friendliness, Connection to Nature, Sustainability, and Cultural History.
As a member of the consulting team, Placeways broke down
each core value into its component elements (e.g., family housing, walkability), which were analyzed for their cause-and-effect
relationships to physical form and planning policies or actions
the city could take (value mapping; see image, p. 5). CommunityViz was used to solicit community input on qualitative values,
for example by using keypad polling in interactive meetings
to ask residents to weigh the importance of elements such as
family housing and walkability to Family Friendliness. The input
American Planning Association | www.planning.org
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received was used to refine the CommunityViz analysis in real
time and compare the impacts of alternative planning scenarios
on the core values. Project outcomes included using the Heart
and & Soul community values to guide a Main Street design
project, make updates to Victor’s Capital Improvements Plan and,
according to the city council–approved Envision Victor resolution, integrating them into a future rewrite of the Comprehensive Plan (Orton Family Foundation 2011).
The most important stakeholders in the comprehensive
planning process are the residents of the local community,
whom Carl Steinitz calls the people of the place (Steinitz 2012).
Steinitz states that geodesign must be decision-driven, not data-driven, meaning that people and their values are central to
the process. The techniques for identifying and mapping community values developed by the Orton Family Foundation and
Placeways — along with McElvaney and Foster’s DVF model for
understanding human behavior in the context of community
change — can be applied with advances in science, technology, and design to take the values-driven methodology originally developed in the 1990s to a new level.
A Model Comprehensive Planning and Geodesign Process
Looking towards the future, the geodesign approach has great
potential to transform the practice of comprehensive planning.

Rapidly proliferating digital information (referred to as “big data”
or “open data”) and evolving GIS technology, such as real-time
and online scenario planning tools, bring new levels of decision support to the planning process.
In an era where the limitations of a siloed approach (i.e.,
specialists acting separately) are increasingly apparent,
geodesign calls for science and design professionals to
work together to solve complex problems. With its holistic
scope addressing multiple, interrelated systems, comprehensive planning provides an ideal framework for applying
this approach at the communitywide level. Moreover, the
broad perspective of planners makes them well suited to
convening, facilitating, and integrating the work of different
professionals in the process.
What, then, will be the process used to develop the “next
generation” of comprehensive plans — one that combines
geodesign and the values of the people of the place, harnessing the power of science and technology to help communities address the big challenges they face in the 21st century?
The following model process is offered as a possible answer
for local governments seeking to maximize the effectiveness
and impact of their comprehensive plans. It brings together
Steinitz’s geodesign framework, values-driven planning, and
the work of McElvaney and Foster, the Orton Family Founda-

Evaluating and Communicating Need
The City of Cincinnati created the Cincinnati Building Resilience map apps to illustrate the city’s strengths, weaknesses,
and responses to challenges. These series of linked Story
Maps act as a new communication medium that tell powerful, data-driven stories to educate stakeholders on the issues

facing a community, opening the door to conversation and
support for needed change. The Building Resilience map apps
are wide-ranging in the issues they address and could be used
as a model by planning departments to engage citizens in a
comprehensive planning process.
Public safety is one of the major
themes associated with resiliency planning. Capturing and
communicating vulnerability in
ways the public can understand
can transform fear of change
into resolve for sound planning.
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tion, and Placeways described in this PAS Memo. Structured
around three phases similar to the values-driven planning
methodology, it incorporates a scoping and process design
component upfront and implementation as an ongoing, adaptive extension of the planning process (Figure 3, p. 6).
Setting the Stage for Change
This component is critical to characterize the scope of the
problems facing the community and how they will be addressed in the planning process, including the people and
groups that need to be at the table; an initial understanding of
important community values and issues; and available datasets
on environmental, economic, and social conditions and trends
pertinent to those values and issues. It integrates the first two
iterations of Steinitz’s six questions (scoping the study, designing the study methodology), which are summarized as “Define
the Scope” and “Define the Methods” in “Geodesign and the
Future of Planning.”
People and groups to involve in the process include decision makers, trusted leaders representing different segments

of the community, and other key stakeholders, who together
make up the “Guiding Coalition” (McElvaney and Foster 2014). It
is critically important in this stage to establish how to meaningfully involve citizens (including poor and marginalized
groups and others traditionally underrepresented in political
processes) and stakeholders (e.g., representatives of the institutional and business sectors). By asking the question “How does
change happen here?” and mapping out the outreach and engagement methods to be used to involve people and connect
them to each other (intentional relationship development), the
groundwork for an effective comprehensive planning process
is established.
The Planning Process
The planning process is analogous to the third iteration of
Steinitz’s six questions — carrying out the study — which is
summarized as “Implement the Process” in “Geodesign and
the Future of Planning.” It consists of three phases that ask and
answer questions similar, but not identical to, those of the
values-driven planning process shown in Figure 1.

Building Support for the Plan
The City of Portland’s Bureau of Planning and Sustainability
updated its Comprehensive Plan to help guide decisions about
growth, preservation, environmental protection, economic
development, affordable housing, culture and the arts, urban
design, neighborhood character, and transportation. The Comprehensive Plan Map App was developed in-house by the City
of Portland Bureau of Planning and Sustainability. The Map App
helps to communicate how the plan and its recommended

changes to land use, transportation, and infrastructure will help
grow the city centers and corridors, create more jobs, address
natural hazards and city service gaps, and help make Portland
a more livable city. According to Tech Services Manager Kevin
Martin, “The app increased participation in the comprehensive
planning process by tenfold, and we were able to get feedback
from a diverse group of Portlanders who may not have been
heard from in past planning efforts” (personal communication).
Exposing how the planning
process works, and the status
of where a project is in that
process, builds confidence in
the process itself, as illustrated
in this Residential and Open
Space Zoning map, one of the
10 interactive maps available to
the public.

8
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Implementing the Plan
The City of Los Angeles planning department created a Major
Projects Story Map to help show progress one project at a
time throughout the city. Apps like this are changing the way
that site projects will be managed and monitored, as well as
how progress against goals will be communicated to citizens,
planning commissions, and elected officials alike. Another

example is the City of Cupertino, which created the Cupertino
Development Activity Map to monitor its actions against the
plan. These examples and many more like them indicate the
progression away from static maps to interactive maps the
public can investigate on their own, creating a better, more
informed citizenry.

The City of Los Angeles exposes
the planning process, explaining the where and when a
development will occur along
with important environmental
review, assuaging citizens’
concerns and addressing their
interests.

The City of Cupertino drills
down even further with information on project status, the
development company, and
the project manager, making
it easy for the public and other
interested parties to find what
they need without having to
call the planning department.

www.planning.org | American Planning Association
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Phase 1: What are we now and where are we headed?
Using the outreach and engagement techniques defined in
Setting the Stage for Change, this phase identifies, articulates,
and builds consensus on shared values (common ground that
different groups can agree on); analyzes current conditions and
future trends as they relate to those values; identifies important issues based on the analysis; and presents the results in
formats that the community and its guiding coalition can use
to make decisions and set directions for the future (e.g., using
the value mapping technique). The analysis should address
external as well as internal conditions and trends that will affect
the community’s future (e.g., extreme weather associated with
climate change or the impacts of globalization on the local
economy). The DVF Model is a useful tool for overcoming resistance to change in communities where projections show that
a continuation of present trends will negatively impact shared
community values.
Phase 2: Where do we want to go?
This phase develops a vision of the future reflecting the shared
community values identified in Phase 1 as an alternative to
projected trends (the second step of the DVF model). Dating back
to the values-driven plans of the 1990s, visions have typically consisted of aspirational statements of what the community could be
20 years or so in the future, often accompanied by diagrams and
illustrative images. Contemporary GIS technology enables development of dynamic representations of the vision with measures
that can be used both to evaluate scenarios during Phase 3 of the
planning process and progress during implementation. The values
mapping technique is an example of this capability.
Phase 3: How do we get there?
This phase begins by constructing scenarios (the baseline
trend and alternative paths for the future) and evaluating
their performance in supporting the community vision and its
constituent values. As in Imagine Austin, citizens are engaged
in developing these scenarios, with GIS technology enabling
“on-the-fly” evaluation of their impacts (as was done for
Envision Victor). Developed through an iterative process, the
best performing (preferred) scenario provides the basis for the
implementation component of the comprehensive plan that
prioritizes actions to be taken to work towards the vision; identifies responsible parties, timeframes, and funding sources; and
defines a protocol for monitoring implementation progress.
Citizens should be engaged in establishing priorities for action
— for Imagine Austin they “voted” on the relative importance
of the eight priority programs. Per the DVF Model, these
priorities should include immediate first steps (early actions) to
demonstrate tangible progress in moving towards the vision.

be conceived as an ongoing process that informs annual work
programs, involves partners outside municipal government,
and is adapted over time to respond to changing conditions.
Comprehensive planning best practices call for communities to monitor progress in implementing the plan annually
using indicators of progress set in the plan, set implementation
priorities for the coming year based on that evaluation, and
periodically (e.g., every five years) carry out more substantial
revisions through a public engagement process (Godschalk
and Rouse 2015). GIS technology can be used to periodically
“test” the performance of the preferred scenario using evaluative criteria tied to the vision and values (e.g., annually in
conjunction with the implementation monitoring) and modify
it in response to changing circumstances. It is important to
engage the community in plan implementation, for example
by celebrating significant accomplishments along the way.
Conclusion
Communities face numerous challenges in a world of accelerating change, compounded by external forces such as
economic globalization, increasing inequality, and climate
change. The March/April 2015 PAS Memo identified geodesign
— design for people and place powered by GIS technology —
as a potent tool that can enable communities to plan for their
futures in a time of uncertainty. This supplement to the 2015
Memo has described how the practice of comprehensive planning — the primary vehicle for long-range planning by local
governments — can be enriched by the geodesign approach.
In doing so it has emphasized the essential role that people
and their values play in the comprehensive planning process,
drawing on the precedence of the values-driven planning
approach developed in the 1990s.
Just as GIS technology has transformed the analytical capabilities of planning since McHarg’s day, so do emerging digital
applications coupled with insights from social science provide
planners with new tools to engage communities in developing
and implementing the next generation of effective, impactful
comprehensive plans.
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Implementing the Plan
Comprehensive planning does not end with adoption of the
plan by city council or other governing body. Rather, it should
10
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