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Introduction

This book is written for— and about— planning commission-
ers. In many ways, this is our tribute to the many hardworking 
individuals who give generously of their time to try to make 
their community a better place. 

As practicing planners for many years, we have worked with 
hundreds of planning commissions and thousands of commis-
sioners in towns and counties across the United States. We 
have seen firsthand how challenging it is for people to come 
on board as new commission members and struggle with the 
amount of information they need to digest before meetings. 
We have seen their eyes go wide as they gradually realize how 
much new material they are expected to understand and be 
conversant with. They are exposed to a litany of new terms and 
concepts— zoning, site plans, lighting levels, level of service, 
vision, goals, policies, plans— that have little to do with the 
day- to- day lives of most ordinary citizens. We’ve seen expe-
rienced commissioners sitting in the hot seat on controversial 
development projects with little guidance on how to approach 
the decision- making process in a fair and balanced way, and 
we’ve seen many of them struggle to understand the ethical 
principles of due process and the perils of conflict of interest, 
either real or perceived.

At the same time, we have worked with and observed many 
planning commissions whose members function extremely 
well and provide good service to their community. They have a 
good understanding of their role and what is expected of them; 
they have learned how to prepare for meetings, are aware of 
the resources available to them, whether from staff or other 
sources, and know what makes meetings effective and well 
run, leading to good decisions.
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So what makes the difference between commissioners who 
struggle and those who function well? In our experience it 
typically comes down to three things: training and educational 
resources; a supportive staff; and good leadership, both on the 
part of the planning commission chair and the community’s 
elected leaders.

We hope that this book will serve both new and existing 
commissioners as a training and educational resource. If you 
are a newly appointed member (and we hope this book won’t 
scare you away from serving), we suggest that you focus 
initially on the first few chapters. Chapter 1 will introduce 
you to the various roles and responsibilities, while Chapter 2 
defines the role of the planning commission in long- range 
planning, including the comprehensive plan and other types 
of plans. Chapter 3 focuses on how to prepare and function 
as a commissioner, then gets into the nuts and bolts of what 
being a commissioner means. Chapter 4 provides an over-
view of the information that you will have available to you. 
This includes your community’s plans, policies, and regula-
tions as well as the information from applicants, staff, and 
the public that you will receive as part of the development 
review process. Chapter 5 describes the plan review pro-
cess in more detail and introduces the technical information 
that is part of the process. Chapter 6 provides a description 
of the planning commission meeting process and provides 
some tips and ideas for running effective meetings. Chapter 7  
gives an overview of the principles that should guide the 
commission’s decision making. It addresses the concept of 
due process, both procedural (related to the procedures that 
are used to make decisions) and substantive (related to the 
subject matter or substance on which decisions are based). 
Finally, Chapter 8 discusses the subject of ethics as it per-
tains to the planning process, including conflicts of interest, 
ex parte contacts, and principles of fairness.

In many ways, being a planning commissioner is one of the 
most complex roles that a citizen can play in our system of 
local governance. You will be asked to contribute to long- range 
community planning efforts as well as focus on shorter- 
term development review matters. You’ll be asked to learn 
about topics that are likely to be new to you, such as zoning, 
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drainage, signage controls, and more— and to learn quickly. We 
can almost guarantee that you will become involved in contro-
versial projects at some point.

But we can also guarantee that you will find your job as a 
planning commissioner to be rewarding. Few people get the 
chance to make a real difference in their community, and it is 
our hope that this book will help you in that cause.
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