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OVERVIEW: BACKGROUND OF THE SUSTAINING PLACES INITIATIVE
Sustaining Places: Best Practices for Comprehensive Plans is the result of a four-year effort by the American 
Planning Association (APA) to define the role of comprehensive plans in addressing the sustainability of hu-
man settlements. The comprehensive plan, also called the general plan or community master plan, is the official 
statement of a local government establishing policies for its future long-range development. APA announced 
the Sustaining Places Initiative at the World Urban Forum in Rio de Janeiro in 2010, after which a 11-member 
Sustaining Places Task Force was appointed to explore the role of the comprehensive plan as the leading policy 
document and tool to help communities of all sizes achieve sustainable outcomes. The task force’s work culmi-
nated in the 2012 APA report Sustaining Places: The Role of the Comprehensive Plan (PAS Report 567). Focus-
ing on both the comprehensive planning process and its outcomes, the task force termed the process “planning 
for sustaining places” and the goal of that process, the desired outcomes, “sustainable communities”:

Planning for sustaining places is a dynamic, demo-
cratic process through which communities plan to 
meet the needs of current and future generations 
without compromising the ecosystems upon which 
they depend by balancing social, economic, and en-
vironmental resources, incorporating resilience, and 
linking local actions to regional and global concerns. 
(Godschalk and Anderson 2012, 4)

As documented in the PAS Report, the task force iden-
tified eight principles that make up the foundation of plan-
ning for sustaining places. In addition, the task force re-
viewed leading comprehensive plans to evaluate  the extent 
to which they incorporated these principles. 

Following publication of the report, APA established a 
working group to develop these principles into a resource for 
communities to use to integrate sustainability into compre-
hensive plans. The working group developed a set of best prac-
tice standards derived from the principles, drafted a scoring 
system and procedure to recognize and potentially designate 
plans for achievement in “sustaining places,” and held a work-
shop to test the draft standards and scoring system at APA’s 
2013 National Planning Conference in Chicago. Following 
the conference, work continued on the project to refine the 
standards and address issues identified by the working group 
and workshop participants. As part of this work, APA enlisted 
the assistance of 10 “pilot communities” that were developing 
comprehensive plans. These communities  applied the stan-
dards to their plans and planning processes. Four commu-
nities with completed comprehensive plans (including one of 
the pilot communities) agreed to pilot-test the draft standards 
and scoring procedure with their plans. The communities re-

ported on their findings at a second workshop held at the 2014 
National Planning Conference in Atlanta.

This report presents the completed set of standards and 
the scoring system that incorporates the work of the pilot 
communities and the results of the Atlanta workshop. While 
these standards may evolve further as they are refined and 
applied more widely, they are offered here as a resource and 
toolkit for communities seeking to integrate sustainability 
principles and practices into their comprehensive plans. In 
addition to describing the standards, the report outlines a 
voluntary procedure for APA recognition of comprehensive 
plans that achieve defined levels of quality for inclusion of 
sustainability best practices. 

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN STANDARDS FOR 
SUSTAINING PLACES
The comprehensive plan standards are organized into a 
framework of related components: (1) six principles, (2) two 
processes, and (3) two attributes. Each of these components 
is implemented through a set of best practices. Collectively, 
these principles, processes, attributes, and supporting best 
practices define what the comprehensive plan for sustaining 
places should do.

Principles are normative statements of intent that under-
lie a plan’s overall strategy, including its goals, objective, poli-
cies, maps, and other content. The six principles are:

1. Livable Built Environment: Ensure that all elements of 
the built environment—including land use, transporta-
tion, housing, energy, and infrastructure—work together 
to provide sustainable, green places for living, working, 
and recreating, with a high quality of life. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



SUSTAINING PLACES: BEST PRACTICES FOR COMPREHENSIVE PLANS
PA S 578,  E X E C U T I V E S U M M A RY

3www.planning.org AMERICAN PLANNING ASSOCIATION

2. Harmony with Nature: Ensure that the contributions of 
natural resources to human well-being are explicitly rec-
ognized and valued and that maintaining their health is a 
primary objective.

3. Resilient Economy: Ensure that the community is pre-
pared to deal with both positive and negative changes in 
its economic health and to initiate sustainable urban de-
velopment and redevelopment strategies that foster green 
business growth and build reliance on local assets. 

4. Interwoven Equity: Ensure fairness and equity in provid-
ing for the housing, services, health, safety, and livelihood 
needs of all citizens and groups.

5. Healthy Community: Ensure that public health needs are 
recognized and addressed through provisions for healthy 
foods, physical activity, access to recreation, health care, 
environmental justice, and safe neighborhoods.

6. Responsible Regionalism: Ensure that all local proposals 
account for, connect with, and support the plans of adja-
cent jurisdictions and the surrounding region.

Processes are planning activities that take place during 
the preparation of a comprehensive plan and define how it 
will be implemented. The two processes are:

7. Authentic Participation: Ensure that the planning pro-
cess actively involves all segments of the community in 
analyzing issues, generating visions, developing plans, 
and monitoring outcomes.

8. Accountable Implementation: Ensure that responsibilities 
for carrying out the plan are clearly stated, along with met-
rics for evaluating progress in achieving desired outcomes.

Attributes are plan-making design standards that shape 
the content and characteristics of comprehensive plans. The 
two attributes are:

9. Consistent Content: Ensure that the plan contains a con-
sistent set of visions, goals, policies, objectives, and actions 
that are based on evidence about community conditions, 
major issues, and impacts.

10. Coordinated Characteristics: Ensure that the plan in-
cludes creative and innovative strategies and recommen-
dations and coordinates them internally with each other, 
vertically with federal and state requirements, and hori-
zontally with plans of adjacent jurisdictions.

Best practices are the planning action tools that com-
munities employ  to activate the principles, processes, and 

Community Population

Savona, New York 822
Foxborough, Massachusetts 16,865
Wheeling, West Virginia 28,213
Goshen, Indiana 31,719
Rock Island, Illinois 39,018
Auburn, Washington 70,180
New Hanover County, 202,677 
 North Carolina 
Oklahoma City, Oklahoma 599,199
Seattle, Washington 634,535
Memphis/Shelby County,  927,644

COMPLETED PLANS USED TO 
TEST THE STANDARDS AND 
SCORING PROCEDURE

1. Imagine Austin, Austin, Texas 
(adopted 2012)

2.  plaNorfolk2030, Norfolk, Virginia 
(adopted 2013)

3.  The 2030 Comprehensive Plan for 
the City of Raleigh, Raleigh, North 
Carolina (adopted 2009)

4.  City of Rock Island Comprehensive 
Plan, Rock Island, Illinois (pilot 
community plan adopted 2014)

PILOT COMMUNITIES

Tennessee   1,178,211*

   
*in regional planning area
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attributes in their comprehensive plans. For example, the 
best practices for the Livable Built Environment principle 
include, among others, planning for multimodal transpor-
tation and transit-oriented development, conserving and 
reusing historic resources, and discouraging development 
in hazard zones. Chapter 2 of the report identifies a series of 
best practices for each principle, process, and attribute. Ap-
pendix B provides definitions for each best practice.

The comprehensive plan standards framework includes 
a plan-scoring procedure for use by communities that want 
to systematically compare their plans against a national 
standard. This procedure yields a numeric score based on a 
review of how the plan addresses the best practices for each 
principle, process, and attribute. The procedure is available 
now for communities that want to evaluate their plans by 
conducting internal reviews; Appendix C contains a scor-
ing matrix that can be used for this purpose. The procedure 
may become available later for formal external evaluation, 
should APA establish a comprehensive plan review and 
designation program. Appendix D describes how such an 
external designation program would work and Appendix E 
includes a plan designation application form for communi-
ties that elect to participate.

APPLYING THE STANDARDS
Communities desiring to apply the comprehensive plan 
standards framework to local plans and planning processes 
will find it useful to follow a basic four-step process: 

1. Discuss the standards framework with the community 
to determine if it will be helpful in the comprehensive 
planning process.

2. Review the needs of the plan and planning process in 
order to highlight areas where use of the standards will 
improve the plan quality and relevance.

3. Incorporate the standards into the plan, using them to 
fill gaps or upgrade existing plan policies and practices. 

4. Score the plan, in order to determine its comparative 
ranking against a fully realized comprehensive plan for 
sustaining places. 

The experience of the pilot communities provides ex-
amples of how the standards framework can be applied at 
different stages of plan development—from evaluation of 
an existing comprehensive plan to community engagement 
during the planning process to providing a best practices 
“checklist” against which a draft plan can be measured. 
The pilot communities were selected to represent a vari-

ety of community types and sizes, from Savona, New York 
(a village with a population of less than one thousand) to 
Memphis/Shelby County, Tennessee (with a population of 
over one million in the planning area for the Mid-South 
Regional Greenprint & Sustainability Plan). All pilot com-
munity representatives reported that they found the plan 
standards framework to be a practical tool and resource 
that improved their comprehensive planning processes. 
The following are examples of how different pilot commu-
nities used the framework.

Planners in Goshen, Indiana, used the standards to 
evaluate their existing 2004 comprehensive plan and dis-
covered that it contained a number of low-achievement 
practices. They presented these practices to the public in 
community workshops during the plan update process and 
received strong support for addressing them in the new 
comprehensive plan.

Oklahoma City was in the process of creating a new 
comprehensive plan when selected as a pilot community. 
Planners used the standards as a checklist to ensure that 
plan policies being developed through the public engage-
ment process were complete, comprehensive, and con-
formed to best practices.

Rock Island, Illinois, was nearing completion of its 
first-ever comprehensive plan when selected as a pilot com-
munity. Planners used the standards in combination with 
public input to ensure that they met the sustainability goals 
of the grant from the State of Illinois to prepare the plan. 
Rock Island also volunteered its completed plan to test the 
scoring procedure.

New Hanover County, North Carolina, established 
six “theme” committees, each focused on one of the 
principles, as it was developing policies and recommen-
dations for its new comprehensive plan. Among other 
benefits of the framework, planners found the Respon-
sible Regionalism principle useful in integrating data 
and policies from other regional and local plans into the 
comprehensive plan.

THE FUTURE OF COMPREHENSIVE  
PLANNING PRACTICE
Planning for sustainability is the defining challenge of the 
twenty-first century (Godschalk and Anderson 2012). As 
the leading policy document guiding the long-range devel-
opment of local jurisdictions across the country, the com-
prehensive plan has a critical role to play in meeting chal-
lenges such as resource depletion, climate instability, and 
economic and social disparities. In the twentieth century, 
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the typical comprehensive plan was a general policy document 
focused on land use and physical development. The plan was 
divided into separate elements, and it was prepared through a 
“top-down” process. This model began to change towards the 
close of the century in response to societal change and trends in 
planning practice, such as increased demand for citizen partici-
pation and a greater focus on implementation.

The following are some key trends that likely will signifi-
cantly affect comprehensive planning practice in the twenty-
first century:

Resilience: The increasing frequency and impacts of natural 
disasters, as well as severe economic downturns, have high-
lighted the need for communities to become more resilient—
in other words, they need the ability to recover from distur-
bance and change.

Systems thinking: The traditional model of separate topical 
elements is being replaced by an approach that views these 
topics as complex systems whose interactions determine the 
form and function of an even more complex system—the 
community as a whole. 

Community engagement: Rapid advances in digital technol-
ogy are transforming the ways citizens can be involved in the 
comprehensive planning process. At the same time, a critical 
need exists to reach groups that are traditionally underrepre-
sented in the process.

Equity: Increasing inequality—not just in economic status but 
also in basic quality-of-life issues such as health outcomes and 
vulnerability to disasters—is a major national and global concern.

Implementation: In a time of fiscal constraints and questioning 
of the role of government, successful implementation is vital to 
establish the value of planning. For the comprehensive plan, this 
means establishing priorities, responsibilities, and timeframes; 
effectively allocating resources; developing new implementation 
models; using targets and metrics to monitor progress; and com-
municating stories of success.

Adaptation: Conditions that used to be considered stable, such 
as the climate, resource availability and costs, and the local em-
ployment base, are increasingly subject to forces beyond the con-
trol of local governments. Such uncertainties call for an adap-
tive approach that uses monitoring and feedback mechanisms (a 
form of systems thinking) to adjust implementation programs 
on an ongoing basis.

There are no easy paths to addressing these and other com-
plexities affecting comprehensive planning practice in the twen-
ty-first century. The plan standards framework described in this 
report is not a prescription or recipe.  Rather it is a resource and 
benchmark for communities to use as they develop solutions that 
work for their particular circumstances. The ultimate aim is to 
help planners and the communities they serve realize the power-
ful potential of the comprehensive plan to sustain twenty-first- 
century places.



CHAPTER 1
BACKGROUND OF 
THE SUSTAINING 
PLACES INITIATIVE
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“The general plan is the official statement of a municipal legislative body which sets forth its major policies concerning 
desirable future physical development. The published general plan document must include a single, unified physical 
design for the community, and it must attempt to clarify the relationships between physical-development policies and 
social and economic goals.”

—T.J. Kent Jr. (1990, 18)

and Anderson 2012) discussed the issues posed by increasing 
concerns over long-term global sustainability, identified the 
need for incorporating sustainability goals and policies in lo-
cal plans, and defined a set of principles to guide plans aimed 
at sustaining places. 

This second volume in the series, Sustaining Places: Best 
Practices for Comprehensive Plans, translates the general 
principles into recommended planning practices to guide the 
preparation of local comprehensive plans. It provides a set of 
tools and resources for communities to draw on as they grap-
ple with the challenges of planning to sustain their physical, 
social, economic, and environmental infrastructures in an 
era of global instability and change.

As stated in the report of the 2010 APA Task Force ini-
tially charged with carrying out the Sustaining Places Initia-
tive, the local comprehensive plan is an ideal vehicle to imple-
ment the initiative’s objectives:

Planning for sustainability is the defining challenge of 
the 21st century. Overcoming deeply ingrained economic 
and cultural patterns that result in resource depletion, cli-
mate instability, and economic and social stress requires 
holistic problem solving that blends the best scientific 
understanding of existing conditions and available tech-
nologies with the public resolve to act. Planning process-
es allow communities to look past immediate concerns, 
evaluate options for how best to proceed, and to move 
towards a better future. The Comprehensive Plan has the 
legal authority to act as the vehicle for guiding commu-
nity development, the scope to cover the necessary func-
tions and facilities, and the history of practice to inspire 

The comprehensive plan (also referred to as the general plan 
or community master plan) has traditionally focused on the 
physical development of a local governmental jurisdiction, 
typically in the form of a series of discrete elements, includ-
ing future land use, transportation, and community facilities 
(Kaiser and Godschalk 1995). Fifty years after T.J. Kent Jr.’s 
(1990) classic work on the topic, The Urban General Plan (first 
published in 1964), contemporary comprehensive plans dif-
fer in form and substance from their traditional predecessors. 
Spurred by serious concerns about long-range global sustain-
ability, as well as advances in modern communications tech-
nology, community planning is breaking out of yesterday’s 
mold of standard elements within a generic format (Berke, 
Godschalk, and Kaiser 2006; Quay 2010). With recent ad-
vances in planning and technology, the new comprehensive 
plans open up a creative range of possibilities in coverage, 
design, and plan-making processes. While this is an innova-
tive time, it is also a challenging one as communities seek to 
foster sustainability through new and sometimes unfamiliar 
strategies and practices.

The overall rationale for adapting comprehensive plans 
to address the sustainability challenge was established by 
APA’s Sustaining Places Initiative, which began in 2010 dur-
ing the term of President Bruce Knight, faicp. Announced at 
the World Urban Forum in Rio de Janeiro, this initiative is a 
multiyear, multifaceted program to define the role of compre-
hensive planning in addressing the sustainability of human 
settlement. This report is the second volume on comprehen-
sive planning published by APA’s Planning Advisory Service 
for the Sustaining Places Initiative. The first volume, Sustain-
ing Places: The Role of the Comprehensive Plan (Godschalk 
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A secondary purpose of this report is to recommend a 
voluntary procedure for APA recognition of comprehensive 
plans that incorporates defined levels of quality through in-
clusion of best practices for sustainability. By recognizing 
such high-quality plans, APA can set national standards for 
sustainable planning, promulgate knowledge and information 
about the state-of-the art in plan making, and demonstrate in-
stitutional leadership in the overall field of sustainability.

SUSTAINING PLACES TASK FORCE AND  
PLAN STANDARDS WORKING GROUP

As part of the Sustaining Places Initiative, APA appointed a 
Sustaining Places Task Force (see sidebar “Sustaining Places 
Task Force Members”) in 2010, assisted by a 42-member cor-
responding committee that reviewed its report. The members 
were selected to represent professional and academic com-
munities that had prepared plans or conducted research on 
sustainable development issues. The task force was charged 
with: (1) exploring the role of the comprehensive plan as the 
leading policy document and tool to help communities of all 
sizes achieve sustainable outcomes; (2) examining related 
changes in the practice of planning, including best practices 
as recognized in the professional literature and in leading 
comprehensive plans and planning processes oriented toward 
sustainable outcomes; and (3) reviewing how comprehensive 
plans effect change and are evaluated and held accountable 
by citizens, interest groups, and professional organizations.

The task force looked at a broad selection of materials 
related to sustainability and analyzed ten leading compre-
hensive plans, chosen on the basis of recent awards and litera-
ture citations, in order to derive the basic planning principles 
that are the foundation of sustaining places. Each plan was 
scored by two task force members and the resulting score-
cards were included in the task force report. With the help of 
the corresponding committee, which reviewed, commented 
on, and made suggested changes to the report draft, the task 
force prepared a report to the APA Board that documented 
its findings and called on the planning profession to take the 
lead in furthering the public interest through plans aimed at 
sustaining places. Its report was published in 2012 by APA as 
Sustaining Places: The Role of the Comprehensive Plan (PAS 
Report 567) (Godschalk and Anderson 2012).

A follow-up effort commenced in 2012 during the term 
of APA President Mitchell Silver, faicp, with the appointment 
of a seven-member Plan Standards Working Group, assisted 
by APA staff. Members were chosen based on their current 

AMERICAN PLANNING ASSOCIATION www.planning.org8

public acceptance of its policies. Planning can provide the 
necessary analysis, the requisite communitywide reflec-
tion and education, and the momentum required to re-
spond to these monumental challenges. (Godschalk and 
Anderson 2012, 7) 

The Brundtland Commission of the United Nations 
(1987) published the report Our Common Future and defined 
sustainable development as development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future gen-
erations to meet their own needs. Since then, the definition 
of sustainability has expanded to include balance and coordi-
nation among the “Three E’s” of environment, economy, and 
equity (sometimes stated as the “Three P’s” or “Triple Bottom 
Line” of planet, prosperity, and people), as well as develop-
ment that minimizes the negative impact on the environment 
and other systems. This definition has shaped a body of plan-
ning research analyzing the application in local plans of the 
concept of sustainability (see Berke and Conroy 2000, God-
schalk 2004, Herman 2010, Jacobson and Hinds 2008, and 
Schilling 2010). In recognition of this broader definition, the 
APA Sustaining Places Initiative focuses on process charac-
teristics (named “planning for sustaining places” by the 2010 
task force) as well as outcome measures (which the task force 
defined as achieving the goal of “sustainable communities”):

Planning for sustaining places is a dynamic, democrat-
ic process through which communities plan to meet 
the needs of current and future generations without 
compromising the ecosystems upon which they de-
pend by balancing social, economic, and environmen-
tal resources, incorporating resilience, and linking lo-
cal actions to regional and global concerns. (Godschalk 
and Anderson 2012, 4)

The primary purpose of this report is to provide guid-
ance for communities seeking to integrate sustainability 
principles and practices into their comprehensive plans. It 
describes a set of best practice standards for comprehensive 
plans that have been developed by an APA task force and an 
APA working group over a four-year period. The standards 
were piloted by volunteer communities who applied them to 
their plans and planning processes. While these standards 
may evolve further as they are refined and applied in a wider 
set of communities, they are offered here as a resource and 
toolkit for planners who are involved today in the continuing 
search for comprehensive plans aimed at long-term commu-
nity sustainability.



SUSTAINING PLACES: BEST PRACTICES FOR COMPREHENSIVE PLANS
PA S 578,  C H A P T E R 1

9www.planning.org AMERICAN PLANNING ASSOCIATION 9www.planning.org AMERICAN PLANNING ASSOCIATION

work in preparing contemporary comprehensive plans and 
analyzing planning issues related to sustainable develop-
ment. Over the course of a year, this group developed a set 
of best practice standards for integrating sustainability into 
comprehensive plans (derived from the principles established 
by the task force), drafted a procedure and scoring system to 
recognize and potentially designate high-quality plans based 
on those standards, and held a plan standards workshop to 
test the draft standards and scoring system at APA’s 2013 Na-
tional Planning Conference in Chicago.

In developing the draft standards and designation pro-
cedure, the working group wrestled with a number of issues 
that also later came up during the 2013 workshop. These 
ranged from concerns about the fairness and universal ap-
plicability of a national plan designation procedure carried 
out under the auspices of APA to questions about the content, 
framing, and impact of the standards themselves:

• One size does not fit all: How to devise a single set of plan 
standards that could be applied to the plans of large and 

upd
ate

David R. Godschalk, faicp and William R. Anderson, faicp

American Planning Association
Planning Advisory Service
Report Number 567

Sustaining Places:
The Role of the Comprehensive Plan

SUSTAINING PLACES  
TASK FORCE MEMBERS

William R. Anderson, faicp (co-chair) 
David R. Godschalk, faicp (co-chair)
Rudayna T. Abdo, aicp  
Timothy Beatley
Kenneth A. Bowers, aicp  
Stephen R. Hardy, aicp
Benjamin Herman, faicp  
Daniel Lerch
Ann McAfee, faicp 
David C. Rouse, aicp
Eric D. Shaw

PLAN DESIGNATION PROCEDURE

Plan designation would be a voluntary 
program through which communities 
apply for recognition of comprehensive 
plans that meet best practice standards 
for sustaining places. The procedure 
would include an application form and 
numeric scoring system that indepen-
dent reviewers trained by APA would 
use to rate the extent to which the plan 
addresses the standards. See Appendix 
D for a description of how the plan des-
ignation procedure would work.



SUSTAINING PLACES: BEST PRACTICES FOR COMPREHENSIVE PLANS
PA S 578,  C H A P T E R 1

AMERICAN PLANNING ASSOCIATION www.planning.org10

small, growing and declining, urban and rural communi-
ties with different development concerns and needs.

• Scoring: How to devise a plan-scoring procedure that 
could be uniformly and fairly applied to identify plan ele-
ments of higher and lower degrees of quality.

• Innovation: How to overcome the possibility that encour-
aging plans to conform to a single set of standards could 
diminish creativity.

• Outside evaluation: How to deal with the perception that 
if an external plan-review process were to be created, then 
the outside reviewers would not understand the distinc-
tive local community qualities that helped to determine 
the planning possibilities.

• Implementation: How to assess plan outcomes rather 
than simply the plan document itself because this would 
require review of not just the plan document, but also 
progress in implementing the plan, presumably over a pe-
riod of years.

• Self-rating or formal designation: How to decide if a 
national designation program is necessary and desir-
able or if simply publishing the standards as a resource 
to be used by communities in updating or preparing 
their plans would be sufficient to achieve the desired 
planning improvements.

While the working group viewed these as serious issues, 
it believed that they could be resolved with further analysis 
and effort. (See Chapter 4 for more discussion about how 
these issues were subsequently addressed.) The working 
group addressed the issue of “one-size-fits-all” standards, 
when the localities preparing the plans vary widely from ur-
ban to rural, large to small, city to county, and progressive 
to conservative, by recommending that APA should enlist 
several pilot communities of varying characteristics to apply 
the standards to their comprehensive planning efforts. This 
would provide a trial of the scoring system’s logic and prac-
ticality, and reveal whether using standards would dampen 
creativity and innovation. It also noted that an external plan-
recognition program should include a robust procedure for 
including important local background information and a 
way of assessing plan implementation.

PILOT COMMUNITIES

During the term of APA President William Anderson, fa-
icp, in 2013 and 2014, work continued on the plan stan-
dards project. As recommended by the working group, the 

draft standards and designation procedure were piloted 
with the assistance of 10 communities in the process of 
developing their comprehensive plans (Table 1.1). Similar 
to the beta testing of software products, the standards were 
provided to a selected group of users who were asked to 
report on their usefulness and feasibility and ways they 
might be improved. The process included three stages: (1) 
application of the standards by the pilot communities to 
their own plan-making efforts, (2) reviews of additional 
adopted plans by pilot community representatives, and (3) 
reports on pilot community experience and participant 
reviews of the adopted plans at a national planning work-
shop. Each stage included opportunities for critiques of 
the standards.

The pilot communities were selected from a group of 
volunteers to provide a representative cross section of differ-
ent types of places in different regions of the country at dif-
ferent stages in the planning processes. They ranged in size 
from the Village of Savona, New York, with less than 1,000 
residents, to the metropolitan region of Memphis and Shelby 
County, Tennessee, with approximately 1.2 million residents. 
They were located throughout the country, representing New 
England, the Southeast, the Midwest, and the Northwest. At 
the time of selection, their plans fell along a continuum from 
pre-planning to midway through the planning process to al-
most complete.

Pilot Community Planning Applications
Over the course of several months leading up to and in-
cluding the 2014 National Planning Conference (NPC) in 
Atlanta, the pilot communities applied the plan standards 
framework to their planning processes. Communicating 
via conference calls, e-mails, and a Basecamp web site, they 
shared their experiences and  pilot tested the standards and 
designation procedure under their communities’ particular 
circumstances, including growth and development charac-
teristics, community strengths and weaknesses, and politi-
cal and institutional constraints. 

Some of the communities were preparing or starting the 
process to create new or updated plans. Others had recently 
drafted or completed, but not yet adopted, their plans. In or-
der to determine if the standards were useful in adding value 
to their own planning efforts, each community scored its plan 
against the standards to see if they had considered or included 
the complete slate of best practices. In many cases, the com-
munities found that they had omitted some important prac-
tices which they believed needed to be incorporated either 
into the draft plan or into subsequent updates. 
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Reviews of Adopted Plans
In addition to applying the standards to their own plans, 
the pilot community representatives agreed to act as out-
side reviewers of plans that had already been completed 
and adopted by other communities, as another way of as-
sessing the usefulness of the standards and review process. 
Thus, three additional communities—Austin, Texas, Nor-
folk, Virginia, and Raleigh, North Carolina (see sidebar 
“Adopted Plans Used to Test the Draft Designation Proce-
dure”)—volunteered to have their completed comprehen-
sive plans reviewed with the draft designation procedure 
and scoring system. Rock Island, one of the pilot commu-
nities, also volunteered to have its comprehensive plan, 

which was completed in draft form early in 2014, reviewed 
by the pilot group. 

The pilot community representatives worked in groups 
to assess the four adopted comprehensive plans using the 
standards and designation procedure. Assuming the role 
of outside plan reviewers, they read and scored the adopted 
plans. Their findings were used to refine the procedure in ad-
vance of the 2014 NPC in Atlanta, where they reported on 
their review outcomes.

In the course of this work, the standards and scoring 
system emerged as an extremely useful set of plan making 
and evaluation resources. The remainder of this PAS Report 
describes the outcome of the four-year effort to develop and 

TABLE 1.1. PILOT COMMUNITIES

Community Population Notes

Savona, New York 822 Located in Steuben County in western New York State, about a 
15-minute drive from Corning, N.Y.; small community with a traditional 
downtown and relatively stable neighborhoods

Foxborough, Massachusetts 16,865 Suburban town located midway between Boston and Providence; 
home to the New England Patriots; grappling with growth and change

Wheeling, West Virginia 28,213 Historic river town located in the northern panhandle of West Virginia; 
surrounded by steep topography; has been a center for the coal-mining 
industry; impacted by increase in natural gas extraction 

Goshen, Indiana 31,719 Small, growing city with an industrial and agricultural heritage; located 
about a two-hour drive east of Chicago

Rock Island, Illinois 39,018 Located on the Mississippi River in the Quad Cities metropolitan area; a 
historic “rust-belt” city that has experienced economic decline over the 
past several decades

Auburn, Washington 70,180 Historic farming community that has experienced rapid population 
growth; challenged to create a new community identity in response to 
changing demographics and economic base

New Hanover County, North Carolina 202,677 Located in coastal (southeastern) area of North Carolina; diverse county 
ranging from agricultural to urban; heavily reliant on tourism

Oklahoma City, Oklahoma 599,199 Capital of Oklahoma; the state’s largest city in terms of population, 
employment, and land area; the energy sector is a major contributor to 
a strong economy

Seattle, Washington 634,535 Largest city in King County and the Seattle-Tacoma-Bellevue met-
ropolitan area; home to major corporations; Towards a Sustainable 
Seattle (1994) was an early example of integrating sustainability into a 
comprehensive plan 

Memphis/Shelby County, Tennessee 927,644

(1,178,211 in regional  
planning area)

Received a U.S. Housing and Urban Development Regional Planning 
Grant to develop the Mid-South Regional Greenprint & Sustainability Plan 
(2014); planning area includes Fayette County, Tennessee, Crittenden 
County, Arkansas, and DeSoto County, Mississippi
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pilot test best practice standards and an evaluation system for 
comprehensive plans aimed at sustaining places. It provides 
resources for communities concerned with sustainability 
planning to use in evaluating, preparing, and updating their 
comprehensive plans, including comparison against national 
levels of best practice. It also presents a proposed designation 
system that would formally recognize those communities 
whose plans meet high levels of best practices.

Plan Standards Workshop
The pilot community phase of the plan standards project 
culminated in a day-long workshop at the 2014 APA Na-
tional Planning Conference attended by representatives of 
nine of the ten pilot communities, as well as representa-
tives of the communities with adopted plans. Workshop 
attendees were provided with digital copies of the adopted 
plans in advance and asked to become familiar with them 
prior to the conference. During the morning of this work-
shop, the pilot representatives shared the lessons learned 
and insights gained from applying the standards during 
their comprehensive plan making.

During the afternoon of the workshop, the pilot commu-
nity representatives acted as facilitators, working with work-
shop attendees in small groups to apply the standards and des-
ignation procedure to the four additional adopted plans that 
had been provided to them in advance of the conference. Each 
workshop group also included a representative from the adopt-
ed plan community who was familiar with the plan structure 
and content. Participants compared their evaluations of the 
adopted plans and identified opportunities to improve them 
through the plan standards framework. Through this interac-
tive process, the standards and evaluation system proposed by 
the working group was evaluated and refined. A number of 
small revisions were suggested, along with some amendments 
of concept definitions, but the group unanimously supported 
the basic structure of the standards and scoring system.

In the course of this work, the standards and scoring 
system emerged as an extremely useful set of plan making 
and evaluation resources. The remainder of this PAS Report 
describes the outcome of the four-year effort to develop and 
pilot test best practice standards and an evaluation system for 
comprehensive plans aimed at sustaining places. It provides 
resources for communities concerned with sustainability 
planning to use in evaluating, preparing, and updating their 
comprehensive plans, including comparison against national 
levels of best practice. It also presents a proposed designation 
system that would formally recognize those communities 
whose plans meet high levels of best practices.

ADOPTED PLANS USED TO 
TEST THE DRAFT DESIGNATION 
 PROCEDURE

• Imagine Austin, Austin, Texas (adopted 
2012)

• plaNorfolk2030, Norfolk, Virginia (ad-
opted 2013)

• The 2030 Comprehensive Plan for the 
City of Raleigh, Raleigh, North Carolina 
(adopted 2009)

• City of Rock Island Comprehensive Plan, 
Rock Island, Illinois (pilot community 
plan adopted 2014)
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REPORT FRAMEWORK

This report is organized into four chapters and five ap-
pendices. Chapter 1 has outlined the background of the 
four-year APA effort to define the role of the comprehen-
sive plan in addressing the sustainability of human settle-
ment (referred to as “sustaining places”). It described the 
rationale and process by which the principles developed 
in the previous PAS Report, Sustaining Places: The Role of 
the Comprehensive Plan, have been carried forward and 
refined into a working toolkit of best practices and plan-
scoring procedures. 

Chapter 2 describes the product of that four-year pro-
cess—a plan standards framework for developing comprehen-
sive plans aimed at sustaining places. It defines the framework 
components, including principles, processes, and attributes; 
identifies contemporary best practices to achieve these princi-
ples, processes, and attributes; and describes the refined plan-
scoring procedure that was developed with the pilot commu-
nities. The result is a practical toolkit of standards based on 
best practices and a procedure for evaluating plans. 

Chapter 3 discusses how communities can apply the 
standards and evaluation procedure to their comprehensive 
plans. It covers the use of the standards and scoring system 
by communities developing and updating their comprehen-
sive plans. Examples of applications from the pilot commu-
nities illustrate how the standards framework can be used 
in various sizes and types of pilot communities.

Chapter 4 addresses the future of comprehensive plans 
for sustaining places. It begins by relating lessons learned by 
working with the pilot communities. It then explores twenty-
first-century challenges—such as the need to increase resil-
ience, address inequality, and adapt to climate change—that 
the comprehensive plan standards for sustaining places can 
help position communities to address. 

Appendix A includes a list of links to plan documents 
from pilot communities and existing sustainability certifi-
cation programs. Appendix B provides definitions of indi-
vidual best practices for the plan principles, processes, and 
attributes. Appendix C shows the plan scoring matrix. Ap-
pendix D outlines how a formal plan designation program 
would work. Appendix E includes a sample application form 
for use in the designation program.



CHAPTER 2
COMPREHENSIVE 
PLAN STANDARDS 
FOR SUSTAINING 
PLACES
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One of the main roles of the Sustaining Places Working Group was to develop a set of standards that would capture the vari-
ous aspects of sustainability that communities should incorporate into their plans. The standards presented in this chapter 
constitute a complete, concise guide to state-of-the-art comprehensive planning for sustainability. They address not only the 
substance of the comprehensive plan, but also the accompanying processes and attributes that support and define successful 
plan development and implementation.

plementation. For example, the Authentic Participation 
Process states that planning should actively involve all 
segments of the community in analyzing issues, generat-
ing visions, developing plans, and monitoring outcomes. 
An example of a best practice for meeting the Authentic 
Participation Process is to seek diverse participation in 
plan making.

• Attributes are plan-making design standards that shape 
the content and characteristics of comprehensive plans. 
For example, the Consistent Content Attribute states that 
the plan should contain a consistent set of visions, goals, 
policies, objectives, and actions that are based upon evi-
dence about community conditions as well as major is-
sues and impacts. An example of a best practice for meet-
ing the Consistent Content Attribute is to identify major 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats in the 
community.

• Best Practices are the planning action tools employed by 
communities to activate the desired principles, process-
es, and attributes of their comprehensive plans. They are 
analogous to the body’s muscles and tendons, linking and 
moving the components of the planning structure. Based 
on state-of-the-art practices found in leading plans and 
planning literature, they represent the best thinking of 
the planning profession on how to carry out the visions 
and goals of their plans. Complete definitions of these best 
practices are provided in Appendix B.

While the principles, processes, and attributes are de-
scribed separately below, it is important to keep in mind that 
they are closely related and work together to achieve plan 

The plan standards are organized into a framework of re-
lated components: six principles, two processes, and two at-
tributes (numbered 1 to 10), each of which is implemented 
with a set of best practices. Collectively, these principles, 
processes, attributes, and supporting best practices define 
what the comprehensive plan for sustaining places should 
do. The framework’s principles and processes are adapted 
from those derived from leading plans by APA’s Sustaining 
Places Task Force (Godschalk and Anderson 2012). Its plan 
attributes are synthesized from the literature on compre-
hensive plan-making (see Baer 1997; Berke and Godschalk 
2009; Berke, Godschalk, and Kaiser 2006; Kaiser and Da-
vies 1999; Ryan 2011). Its best practices are pulled together 
from contemporary plans and professional reports. These 
components of the framework are defined below and their 
relationships are illustrated in Figure 2.1 (p. 16). 

• Principles are normative statements of intent that under-
lie a plan’s overall strategy, including its goals, objectives, 
policies, maps, and other content. In the framework, each 
principle is activated by a number of specific best practices 
for sustainability. For example, the Interwoven Equity 
Principle states that the plan goals and policies should 
ensure fairness and equity in providing for the housing, 
services, health, safety, and livelihood needs of all citizens 
and groups. An example of a best practice for meeting the 
Interwoven Equity Principle is to provide affordable and 
workforce housing.

• Processes are planning activities that take place during 
the preparation of a comprehensive plan and define how 
it will be carried out—public participation and plan im-
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goals and objectives. Addressing the interrelationships be-
tween different plan components is a key characteristic that 
distinguishes comprehensive plans for sustaining places from 
traditional comprehensive plans.

REQUIRED PRINCIPLES 

The six principles that must be recognized in the plan 
were derived from a review of leading comprehensive 
plans by the APA Sustaining Places Task Force. As out-
lined in Sustaining Places: The Role of the Comprehensive 
Plan (Godschalk and Anderson 2012), the principles are 
the following: 

1. Livable Built Environment
2. Harmony with Nature
3. Resilient Economy
4. Interwoven Equity
5. Healthy Community
6. Responsible Regionalism

Best practices in support of these principles range across 
a wide spectrum of plan statements, policies, and actions. 
Collectively they provide the substantive direction of the 
comprehensive plan.

1. Livable Built Environment
Ensure that all elements of the built environment, including 
land use, transportation, housing, energy, and infrastruc-
ture, work together to provide sustainable, green places for 
living, working, and recreation, with a high quality of life.

The built environment encompasses physical features 
(such as buildings, streets, and utilities) and the systems and 
processes associated with them (such as movement of people, 
flow of water). As such, it defines the multifaceted community 
that people experience through their daily lives—the places 
where they live, work, and recreate. Because the built environ-
ment shapes quality of life for the entire population, sustain-
ing its livability and ensuring that it functions at the highest 
possible level are primary tasks for comprehensive planning. 
Traditional comprehensive plans typically treat the different 
components of the built environment as separate elements, 
such as land use and transportation. However, the built en-
vironment is a complex system made up of many interacting 
and dynamic elements, and planners face ongoing challenges 
in sustaining and coordinating the overall system as well as 
its component parts. By virtue of its scope and mandate, the 
comprehensive plan is the logical tool for an integrated sys-
tems approach to ensuring a livable built environment.

Best practices in support of the Livable Built Envi-
ronment principle include the following (see Appendix B 
for definitions):

1.1 Plan for multimodal transportation.
1.2 Plan for transit-oriented development.
1.3 Coordinate regional transportation investments 

with job clusters.
1.4 Provide complete streets serving multiple functions.
1.5 Plan for mixed land-use patterns that are walkable 

and bikeable.
1.6 Plan for infill development.
1.7 Encourage design standards appropriate to the 

community context.
1.8 Provide accessible public facilities and spaces.
1.9 Conserve and reuse historic resources.
1.10 Implement green building design and  

energy conservation.
1.11 Discourage development in hazard zones.

2. Harmony with Nature
Ensure that the contributions of natural resources to hu-
man well-being are explicitly recognized and valued and 
that maintaining their health is a primary objective.

Figure 2.1. Plan standards framework (David Godschalk and David Rouse)

BEST
PRACTICES

PROCESSES ATTRIBUTES

PRINCIPLES
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The natural environment comprises the earth’s in-
terrelated systems of air, water, soil, and vegetation and 
their ongoing processes. Human well-being depends upon 
a healthy natural environment to provide the services of 
nourishing food, breathable air, drinkable water, haz-
ard protection, energy, and spiritual sustenance. Because 
urban development and human activities can disturb 
nature’s balance and damage the resources it provides, 
comprehensive plans and implementation programs must 
monitor the health of and mitigate negative impacts to the 
natural environment. A healthy environment is a common 
resource that belongs to everyone but is owned by no one. 
Therefore, the community through its plan must advocate 
for, and present the value of, the contributions of natural 
systems and services to the triple bottom line (environ-
ment, economy, and equity). While some natural resourc-
es are protected through separate functional plans, such 
as those for air and water quality, the comprehensive plan 
is the proper tool for the overall coordination and main-
tenance of natural systems within the full community and 
regional context. This includes integrating natural features 
and processes into the built environment (the Livable Built 
Environment principle).

Best practices in support of the Harmony with  Nature 
principle include the following (see Appendix B for   definitions):

2.1 Restore, connect, and protect natural habitats  
and sensitive lands.

2.2 Plan for the provision and protection of  
green infrastructure.

2.3 Encourage development that respects  
natural topography.

2.4 Enact policies to reduce carbon footprints.
2.5 Comply with state and local air quality standards.
2.6 Encourage climate change adaptation.
2.7 Provide for renewable energy use.
2.8 Provide for solid waste reduction.
2.9 Encourage water conservation and plan for a last-

ing water supply.
2.10 Protect and manage streams, watersheds, and 

floodplains.

3. Resilient Economy
Ensure that the community is prepared to deal with both 
positive and negative changes in its economic health and 
to initiate sustainable urban development and redevelop-
ment strategies that foster green business growth and build 
reliance on local assets. 

The community’s economy is made up of the businesses, 
trades, productive facilities, and related activities that provide 
the livelihoods of the population. Economic health is critical 
in providing jobs and incomes to support the community; as 
it rises or falls, so do the livelihoods of people. Because local 
economies depend upon outside (regional, national, and even 
global) inputs and trends, their employment base is affected 
not only by local business formation and activity but also by 
the decisions of distant firms or governments. Therefore, more 
reliance on local assets increases the economic resilience of 
the community, as well as contributing to place-based revi-
talization. Because some productive activities generate nega-
tive impacts, green businesses (such as solar-powered energy 
systems) may be preferable to those with greater impacts 
and can reduce reliance on outside resources (imported fos-
sil fuels, for example). Although some communities develop 
and implement separate economic development strategies, 
the comprehensive plan provides the instrument for placing 
those strategies within the context of the broader community 
development agenda.

Best practices in support of the Resilient Economy prin-
ciple include the following (see Appendix B for definitions):

3.1 Provide the physical capacity for economic growth.
3.2 Plan for a balanced land-use mix for  

fiscal sustainability.
3.3 Plan for transportation access to  

employment centers.
3.4 Promote green businesses and jobs.
3.5 Encourage community-based economic  

development and revitalization.
3.6 Provide and maintain infrastructure capacity in line 

with growth or decline demands.
3.7 Plan for post-disaster economic recovery.

4. Interwoven Equity 
Ensure fairness and equity in providing for the housing, 
services, health, safety, and livelihood needs of all citizens 
and groups.

Equity in the provision of community decisions and 
services involves the fair distribution of benefits and 
costs. It results from applying basic fairness tests that 
ask whether the needs of the full range of the popula-
tion served—rich and poor, young and old, native and 
immigrant—are served. Because disadvantaged, young, 
or immigrant populations often do not participate in de-
bates over community policies and programs, their needs 
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may fail to be recognized. Poor, underserved, and minor-
ity populations are often disproportionately affected by 
polluting land uses and natural disasters. Because such 
populations may not have the skills or community con-
nections necessary for access to jobs, economic resourc-
es, and health care, the community may have to provide 
special programs to assist them. Decent, affordable hous-
ing is another critical need that falls under this princi-
ple. By weaving equity questions into the comprehensive 
plan, the community and its government can ensure the 
consideration of “who benefits” as it develops its policies, 
priorities, and expenditures.

Best practices in support of the Interwoven Equity prin-
ciple include the following (see Appendix B for definitions):

4.1 Provide a range of housing types.
4.2 Plan for a jobs/housing balance.
4.3 Plan for the physical, environmental, and economic 

improvement of at-risk, distressed, and disadvan-
taged neighborhoods.

4.4 Plan for improved health and safety for  
at-risk  populations.

4.5 Provide accessible, quality public services,  
facilities, and health care to minority and low- 
income populations.

4.6 Upgrade infrastructure and facilities in older and 
substandard areas.

4.7 Plan for workforce diversity and development.
4.8 Protect vulnerable populations from  

natural hazards.
4.9 Promote environmental justice.

5. Healthy Community 
Ensure that public health needs are recognized and ad-
dressed through provisions for healthy foods, physical ac-
tivity, access to recreation, health care, environmental jus-
tice, and safe neighborhoods.

The World Health Organization defines health as a 
state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being and 
not merely the absence of disease or infirmity. The Healthy 
Community principle and the previous four principles work 
together to support the mission of public health: to fulfill 
society’s interest in assuring conditions in which people can 
be healthy (Institute of Medicine 1988). In a healthy com-
munity, residents are assured that the air and water are safe, 
open space and recreation are convenient to use, local food 
outlets are located near neighborhoods, public schools and 

access to health care are provided equitably, and active pub-
lic safety programs are in place. Because the normal opera-
tions of the private economic market may not ensure that 
these common public benefits are uniformly available, it 
may be necessary for the government to fill the gaps. For 
example, disadvantaged neighborhoods are often located in 
unsafe or unhealthy areas of the community, such as brown-
fields or floodplains, and public programs may be needed to 
address these locational hazards. The comprehensive plan 
is the appropriate tool for identifying and mitigating public 
health hazards, and for promoting effective healthy com-
munity goals.

Best practices in support of the Healthy Commu-
nity principle include the following (see Appendix B for 
 definitions):

5.1 Reduce exposure to toxins and pollutants  
in the natural and built environments.

5.2 Plan for increased public safety through reduction 
of crime and injuries.

5.3 Plan for the mitigation and redevelopment of 
brownfields for productive uses.

5.4 Plan for physical activity and healthy lifestyles.
5.5 Provide accessible parks, recreation facilities, green-

ways, and open space near all neighborhoods.
5.6 Plan for access to healthy, locally grown foods for 

all neighborhoods.
5.7 Plan for equitable access to health care provid-

ers, schools, public safety facilities, and arts and 
cultural facilities.

6. Responsible Regionalism 
Ensure that all local proposals account for, connect with, 
and support the plans of adjacent jurisdictions and the sur-
rounding region.

Regional planning agencies, although typically without 
regulatory authority, provide perspectives broad enough to 
encompass the scope of various regional systems, such as 
transportation and water supply, which extend beyond lo-
cal jurisdictional boundaries. As authorized by federal sur-
face transportation legislation, transportation planning is 
the core responsibility of designated metropolitan planning 
agencies (MPOs). Increasingly, progressive MPOs and other 
regional planning agencies are addressing other issues with 
regional implications, such as open space and environmen-
tal protection, housing, economic development, utility infra-
structure, and hazard mitigation. Because regional agencies 
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coordinate the activities of groups of local governments, they 
provide an institutional setting for joint decision making that 
transcends local politics. From the local governmental per-
spective, the plans and policies of adjacent jurisdictions have 
reciprocal impacts, in terms of factors such as the location 
of new development, commuting patterns, and stormwater 
flows. Therefore, connecting these plans and policies through 
the comprehensive plan is a way to understand and manage 
these and other overlapping functions, such as regional gre-
enway systems, and to responsibly integrate a community’s 
plan with those of its neighbors.

Best practices in support of the Responsible Region-
alism principle include the following (see Appendix B for 
definitions):

6.1 Coordinate local land-use plans with regional 
transportation investments.

6.2 Coordinate local and regional housing plan goals.
6.3 Coordinate local open space plans with regional 

green infrastructure plans.
6.4 Delineate designated growth areas that are served 

by transit.
6.5 Promote regional cooperation and sharing of  

resources.
6.6 Enhance connections between local activity centers 

and regional destinations.
6.7 Coordinate local and regional population and  

economic projections.
6.8 Include regional development visions and plans in 

local planning scenarios.
6.9 Encourage consistency between local capital im-

provement programs and regional infrastructure 
priorities.

REQUIRED PROCESSES

The following two processes for involving the public and for 
carrying out plan objectives and proposals are key require-
ments for developing and implementing comprehensive 
plans for sustaining places:

7. Authentic Participation
8. Accountable Implementation

 
Best practices in support of these processes include a 

variety of activities, procedures, and commitments. While 
some of these will be evident in the comprehensive plan itself, 

it may be necessary to evaluate others using knowledge about 
the specific local planning process and how it was carried out. 

7. Authentic Participation 
Ensure that the planning process actively involves all seg-
ments of the community in analyzing issues, generating vi-
sions, developing plans, and monitoring outcomes.

Public participation in planning is a mainstay of demo-
cratic governance and decision making. By actively involving 
the whole community in making and implementing plans, the 
government fulfills its responsibilities to keep all citizens in-
formed and to offer them the opportunity to influence those 
actions that affect them. In the past, public participation 
processes did not necessarily reach all segments of the com-
munity and may have been viewed by public agencies more 
as a requirement to meet (for example, by conducting public 
hearings) than as an opportunity to garner meaningful input. 
This means that authentic participation processes may have to 
overcome the perception that what participants say will not be 
respected. Authentic participation programs go beyond the 
minimum legal requirements to connect with citizens through 
innovative communication and outreach channels, such as 
creative use of the Internet and interactive workshops in loca-
tions where people work and live. The comprehensive planning 
process is an ideal vehicle for opening all stages of plan making 
to the public, from early issue analysis to finalizing and imple-
menting the plan.

Best practices in support of the Authentic Participation 
process include the following (see Appendix B for definitions):

7.1 Engage stakeholders at all stages of the  
planning process.

7.2 Seek diverse participation in the planning process.
7.3 Promote leadership development in disadvantaged 

communities through the planning process.
7.4 Develop alternative scenarios of the future.
7.5 Provide ongoing and understandable information 

for all participants.
7.6 Use a variety of communications channels to in-

form and involve the community.
7.7 Continue to engage the public after the  

comprehensive plan is adopted.

8. Accountable Implementation
Ensure that responsibilities for carrying out the plan are 
clearly stated, along with metrics for evaluating progress in 
achieving desired outcomes.
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Implementation is the set of actions that carry out the 
proposals of the comprehensive plan over time. Account-
able implementation ties these actions to defined time-
tables, activities, budgets, and agencies; reports their ef-
fectiveness to the public; and revises the plan based on the 
reported findings. Traditional comprehensive plans have 
been subject to criticism because they do not connect goals 
and policies to actual implementation, with the possible 
exception of revising zoning and development regula-
tions. By contrast, accountable implementation weaves the 
plan into the daily activities of the local jurisdiction and 
its various departments, including budgeting and capital 
program funding. The most effective programs reach out-
side the local government to engage partners in the public, 
private, and nonprofit sectors in implementation. Because 
the public is often unaware of the effectiveness of actions 
taken to carry out the plan, an accountable implementa-
tion program establishes and regularly publishes metrics 
that report on progress; the relevant adage is “what gets 
measured, gets done.” While some metrics and progress 
reports are made at the program or operational level, 
the comprehensive plan is the right place to establish the 
connection between adopted goals and actual outcomes 
through local governmental activities.

Best practices in support of the Accountable Imple-
mentation process include the following (see Appendix B 
for definitions):

8.1 Indicate specific actions for implementation.
8.2 Connect plan implementation to the capital  

planning process.
8.3 Connect plan implementation to the annual  

budgeting process.
8.4 Establish interagency and organizational cooperation.
8.5 Identify funding sources for plan implementation.
8.6 Establish implementation indicators, benchmarks, 

and targets.
8.7 Regularly evaluate and report on  

implementation progress.
8.8 Adjust the plan as necessary based on the evaluation.

REQUIRED ATTRIBUTES 

To be effective, plans must be coherent and well presented, 
while articulating persuasive visions and clearly communi-
cating goals and ideas. The following two attributes embody 
these traits:

 9. Consistent Content
10. Coordinated Characteristics

While these attributes apply to all comprehensive plans, 
not just those designed for sustaining places, they are espe-
cially important for advancing plan proposals which may be 
innovative or unique. In most cases, best practices in sup-
port of these attributes will be evident in the language and 
content of the plan. In other cases, they must be deduced or 
derived from other sources, such as the community context 
and other background information not necessarily included 
in the comprehensive plan document, in order to establish 
consistency or coordination.

9. Consistent Content 
Ensure that the plan contains a consistent set of visions, goals, 
policies, objectives, and actions that are based on evidence 
about community conditions, major issues, and impacts.

Plan content includes the basic features of the plan, 
their purposes, how they are devised, and how they are 
blended into a coordinated, compelling, and consistent 
comprehensive plan document. Every plan should be based 
on a careful assessment of community needs and condi-
tions, a candid evaluation of strengths and weaknesses, a 
future vision, and goals, policies, and actions to achieve 
the vision. Because plans tend to include many policies and 
goals, some of which may be in conflict, it is important to 
assess the consistency of the proposed policy set to ensure 
there are no irreconcilable differences. Plans deal with ma-
jor community issues and impacts—some of which may be 
controversial—and so are subject to close scrutiny. There-
fore, their proposals must be supported with solid evidence. 
The comprehensive plan is the appropriate platform to in-
tegrate and adopt the visions, goals, actions, and evidence 
into a consistent and logical statement of community intent 
for future development.

Best practices in support of the Consistent Content at-
tribute include the following (see Appendix B for definitions):

9.1 Assess strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats.
9.2 Establish a fact base.
9.3. Develop a vision of the future.
9.4 Set goals in support of the vision.
9.5 Set objectives in support of the goals.
9.6 Set polices to guide decision making.
9.7 Define actions to carry out the plan.
9.8 Use clear and compelling features to present the plan.
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10. Coordinated Characteristics
Ensure that the plan includes creative and innovative 
strategies and recommendations and coordinates them 
internally with each other, vertically with federal and 
state requirements, and horizontally with plans of ad-
jacent jurisdictions.

Plan characteristics are the identifying features of the 
plan—its unique blend of strategies and coordinated rec-
ommendations, as well as its linkages to intergovernmental 
plans and requirements. Innovative plans are character-
ized by creative approaches and problem-solving strate-
gies that seek new solutions to contemporary challenges, 
as well as new formats that better communicate proposals 
to the public. The plan must include broader connections 
because communities must recognize and conform with 
many federal and state requirements and because com-
munities have crosscutting relationships with neighbor-
ing communities. Traditional comprehensive plans often 
are not widely read because they are too long and contain 
too much planning jargon. Therefore, it is important to 
translate plans into concise, easily readable, and under-
standable content—including not only text and tables, but 
also maps, graphics, and digital images. Advances in tech-
nology and communications techniques make it possible 
to create comprehensive plans that are more interesting, 
attractive, and accessible.

Best practices in support of the Coordinated Content at-
tribute include the following (see Appendix B for definitions):

10.1 Be comprehensive in the plan’s coverage.
10.2 Integrate the plan with other local plans and pro-

grams.
10.3 Be innovative in the plan’s approach.
10.4 Be persuasive in the plan’s communications.
10.5 Be consistent across plan components.
10.6 Coordinate with the plans of other jurisdictions 

and levels of government.
10.7 Comply with applicable laws and mandates.
10.8 Be transparent in the plan’s substance.
10.9 Use plan formats that go beyond paper.

PLAN SCORING PROCEDURE

The Plan Standards Working Group developed a plan-
scoring procedure for use by communities that want to 
systematically compare their plans against a national stan-

dard based on the above principles, processes, attributes, 
and best practices. It yields an overall numeric score based 
on a review of how the plan addresses the best practices 
for each principle, process, and attribute. The procedure 
is available now for communities that want to evaluate 
their plans by conducting internal reviews. It may become 
available later for formal external evaluation, depending 
on whether APA establishes a comprehensive plan review 
and designation program. 

The internal scoring process is simple and may be car-
ried out by local planning staff and shared with commu-
nity boards and officials. To guide the process, a scoring 
matrix lists the practices and provides spaces for assessing 
and scoring them (see the scoring matrix in Appendix C). 
Using this matrix, the internal review team can review the 
community’s plan against the best-practice standards and 
assign a score for each practice. The scoring system is based 
on three levels of achievement: Low, Medium, and High. It 
also includes categories of Not Applicable and Not Present. 

While determination of scores will require a measure 
of professional judgment, some general scoring criteria are 
definable. These are illustrated below for principles, pro-
cesses, and attributes, each of which has a slightly different 
application.

Scoring Criteria: Best Practices for Principles 
 (Livable Built Environment, Harmony with 
Nature, Resilient Economy, Interwoven Equity, 
Healthy Community, Responsible Regionalism)

• Not Applicable: assigned only if it can be demonstrated 
that community conditions or legal constraints prevent 
the use of the practice. Since they are subtracted from 
the overall potential plan score total, Not Applicable 
scores do not penalize the plan rating.

• Not Present (0 points): assigned if the practice is ap-
plicable but not referenced or included in the plan. Not 
Present scores do reduce the plan rating.

• Low (1 point): assigned if the practice is mentioned in 
the plan at a basic level, but is not carried further.
Example: A plan that mentions a green infrastructure 
network (practice 2.2) as a goal but does not address it 
in the plan policies, strategies, or implementation.

• Medium (2 points): assigned if the practice is discussed 
in the narrative, goals, and policies of the plan, but is 
not carried forward to implementation steps.
Example: A plan that has a goal and policy related to 
a green infrastructure network (practice 2.2) but does 
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not define the components of the network and how it is 
to be implemented.

• High (3 points): assigned if the practice is defined and ad-
dressed through data, analysis, and support, and included 
in goals, policies, and implementation actions of the plan. 
Example: A plan that has a goal and policy related to 
a green infrastructure network (practice 2.2), describes 
the components of the network via data and mapping, 
and defines how the network will be implemented.

Scoring Criteria: Best Practices for Processes 
(Authentic Participation and Accountable 
Implementation)

• Not Applicable: unlikely to be assigned for process 
evaluation since all plans must address participation 
and implementation.

• Not Present (0 points): assigned if the process practice 
is not addressed in the plan.

• Low (1 point): assigned if the process practice is men-
tioned in the plan, with no supporting data, analysis, or 
other documentation provided.
Examples: A plan that mentions including stakeholders 
in the planning process (practice 7.1) but provides no 
documentation of having done so, or a plan that men-
tions strategies for implementing plan goals and objec-
tives (practice 8.1) but provides no direction on how 
this is to be done.

• Medium (2 points): assigned if the process practice is 
discussed to some degree in the plan, with minimal sup-
porting data, analysis, or other documentation provided.
Examples: A plan that generally describes how stake-
holder participation was used in the planning process 
(practice 7.1) but does not document how this partici-
pation informed the plan implementation program, or 
a plan that ties implementation strategies (practice 8.1) 
to plan goals and objectives but does not provide detail 
on how these strategies are to be implemented (e.g., re-
sponsible parties and timeframes).

• High (3 points): assigned if the process practice is fully 
addressed and completely defined in the plan, with sup-
porting data, analysis, or other documentation provided.
Examples: A plan that documents how stakeholders 
were involved in the planning process (practice 7.1) and 
how their involvement is reflected in the implementa-
tion program (e.g., assignment of responsibilities for 
action) or a plan that clearly demonstrates the connec-
tion from plan goals and objectives to implementation 

strategies (practice 8.1), including detail on how these 
strategies are to be implemented (responsible parties, 
timeframes, etc.).

Scoring Criteria: Best Practices for Attributes 
(Consistent Content and Coordinated 
Characteristics)

• Not Applicable: unlikely to be assigned for attribute 
evaluation since all plans must address the basic con-
tent and characteristic practices.

• Not Present (0 points): assigned if the attribute practice 
is not addressed in the plan.

• Low (1 point): assigned if the attribute practice is mini-
mally addressed in the plan based on data, analysis, 
written and graphic communication, or other demon-
strable form of support.
Examples: A plan that mentions major issues facing the 
community (practice 9.1) without providing support-
ing analysis (such as forecast trends and planning im-
plications), or a plan that contains standard or required 
comprehensive plan elements (practice 10.1) but does 
not indicate how these elements comprehensively ad-
dress the characteristics and issues of the community.

• Medium (2 points): assigned if the attribute practice is 
moderately addressed in the plan based on data, analy-
sis, written and graphic communication, or other de-
monstrable form of support.
Examples: A plan that identifies major issues facing the 
community (practice 9.1) and provides some degree 
of supporting analysis (e.g., general trends and plan-
ning implications), or a plan that covers multiple topics 
beyond standard or required comprehensive plan ele-
ments (practice 10.1), with some indication as to how 
these topics comprehensively address the characteris-
tics and issues of the community.

• High (3 points): assigned if the attribute practice is fully 
addressed in the plan based on data, analysis, written 
and graphic communication, or other demonstrable 
form of support. 
Examples: A plan that articulates major issues facing 
the community (practice 9.1) with robust supporting 
analysis (e.g., forecast trends and planning implica-
tions), or a plan that covers multiple topics beyond 
standard or required comprehensive plan elements 
(practice 10.1), addresses how these topics interrelate, 
and demonstrates how they comprehensively address 
the characteristics and issues of the community.
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The framework of required components described 
here is aimed at setting standards for preparing and revis-
ing comprehensive plans that seek to sustain places. It can 
also be used to evaluate existing plans and to serve as an 
outline for dialogue with citizens, planning boards, and 
elected officials about community sustainability. Chapter 
3 suggests an approach for local governments interested in 
applying this framework.



CHAPTER 3
APPLYING THE 
STANDARDS
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The plan standards framework described in Chapter 2 has been designed for use by local governments that wish to evaluate 
existing comprehensive plans or are beginning the process of updating or preparing new plans. As with all resource toolkits, 
use of the framework is a matter of individual community choice. However, once use of the framework is initiated, commu-
nity expectations will likely arise that it will be followed through to completion. The commitment should not be taken lightly.

PLAN EVALUATION PROCESS

Communities desiring to apply the standards to local 
plans and planning processes will find it useful to follow a 
basic four-step process such as the one outlined in Figure 
3.1. The process steps include the following: 

1. Discuss the standards framework with the community 
to determine if it will be helpful in the comprehensive 
planning process.

2. Review the needs of the plan and planning process in 
order to highlight areas where use of the standards will 
improve the plan quality and relevance.

3. Incorporate the standards into the plan, using them to 
fill gaps or upgrade existing plan policies and practices.

4. Score the plan in order to determine its comparative 
ranking against a fully realized comprehensive plan for 
sustaining places. 

To be most effective this process should be carried out 
jointly with community representatives, planning boards, 
stakeholders, and government staff. This collaboration will 
help to develop a shared understanding of the framework’s 
contribution to increasing community sustainability, along 
with support for meeting the framework requirements. Thus, 
the first step is to involve the community in a discussion of 
the standards and their implications.

Step One: Discuss the Standards Framework
The first step is to develop a community understanding of the 
plan standards framework and its components. By reading 
and discussing the materials in this report, a community can 

decide if the framework can be helpful in preparing or revis-
ing its comprehensive plan. 

Planning staff can take the lead by circulating the stan-
dards framework to planning boards, government officials, 
and interested stakeholder groups. In doing so, they can ar-
range forums, discussion sessions, and other opportunities 
for facilitating conversations about community sustainabil-
ity and the potential for using the framework to strengthen 
the comprehensive plan. Staff can facilitate this discussion 

Figure 3.1. Applying the plan standards framework (David Godschalk and  

David Rouse)
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by preparing slides, web presentations, and other types of 
educational materials. These can be illustrated with examples 
from communities that have adopted plans aimed at improv-
ing sustainability, such as the plans analyzed in Sustaining 
Places: The Role of the Comprehensive Plan (Godschalk and 
Anderson 2012) and those prepared by the pilot communities 
involved in this Plan Standards project (see Appendix A for a 
listing of plan websites).

To simplify the task of reviewing the comprehensive frame-
work content and to enhance understanding of the value of the 
framework, planners could lead small group discussions on in-
dividual principles or groups of principles. These could have the 
benefit of illustrating more concretely how the standards might 
apply to problems or needs specific to the community. This 
would lead naturally to step two, which is to think about changes 
or improvements to the local plan and planning process.

Step Two: Review Planning Needs
The second step is to review an existing plan or proposed 
planning process in light of the principles, processes, at-
tributes, and best practices contained in the framework. 
Communities should use the standards framework as a set 
of prompts, laying out questions to consider. How could the 
standards be applied during compilation and analysis of a 
planning database, the public participation process, plan 
preparation or updating, and plan monitoring and imple-
mentation? Planners should think about which standards 
are applicable and how they might employ them. They can 
think of the planning needs review as a plan sustainability 
audit, looking for needed additions or improvements that 
will raise the quality of the plan. Reviewers should ask hard 
questions, for example:

Where are the gaps in the plan? Reviewers should 
look for important areas that have been overlooked in past 
planning efforts. This is especially important to ensure that 
contemporary issues—such as climate change and commu-
nity resilience—have been addressed, and that contemporary 
objectives—such as community health, safety, and social eq-
uity—have been incorporated into the plan.

Is the planning database credible? The standards as-
sume that comprehensive plan strategies are built on solid 
and up-to-date factual evidence. Compilation and analysis 
of planning databases should provide an accurate picture 
of existing and projected community conditions. In cur-
rent times of evolving and dynamic data on trends such as 
climate change, economic instability, and environmental 
degradation, the maintenance and regular updating of the 
plan’s fact base are especially important.

Does the participation process operate on a continu-
ing community-wide basis? The standards assume that all 
stakeholders will be involved, not just the dedicated group 
that shows up for every meeting. They assume that the plan-
ning staff will make full use of all channels of communica-
tion, including social media, in generating two-way partici-
pation. To maintain trust in the local government and its 
planning, transparency is vital. Applying process practices 
will illuminate issues and point out needed fixes in the in-
volvement program.

Does the plan itself incorporate the basic intent of each 
principle, process, and attribute? The standards assume that 
plans meeting the definition of sustaining places will be truly 
comprehensive. They assume that the plans will demonstrate 
a genuine desire to meet the basic intent of each standard 
component through the adoption of a full range of applicable 
best practices. This means that there should be a proactive at-
tempt to address issues and fill gaps in existing plans.

Does the plan contain solid provisions for monitoring 
outcomes and evaluating implementation? The standards 
assume a conscious and continuing effort to see that plan rec-
ommendations are carried out. This is important not only on 
the basis of efficiency and effectiveness in deploying commu-
nity resources, but also on the basis of informing the public 
about the degree to which plan objectives have been realized. 
It is also important in terms of keeping plans current and fo-
cused on critical priorities.

Once these questions have been answered, it will be pos-
sible to proceed to the next step, which is to begin to incorpo-
rate the applicable standards into the new or existing plan to 
respond to the objectives of the standards framework.

Step Three: Incorporate Applicable Standards
The third step is to incorporate the applicable standards 
into the plan and planning process. Depending on the 
local situation, this may be a relatively simple process of 
adding some best practices or it may be a more complex 
process of rethinking the plan. Because each communi-
ty will have a different local context, it is not possible to 
outline a singular planning process that is relevant to all 
communities. However, the experience of the pilot com-
munities can offer some guidance. As described later in 
this chapter, they used the standards in different ways, de-
pending upon the local context and stage of preparation of 
their comprehensive plans.

Once the plan has been prepared or updated, the fi-
nal step is to conduct an overall evaluation using the plan 
standards framework. This evaluation presently can only 
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Abby Wiles, Assistant Planning and Zon-
ing Administrator, Department of Plan-
ning & Zoning, City of Goshen, Indiana

Goshen, Indiana, is a small, growing 
city in north-central Indiana approximately 
a half hour southeast of South Bend, Indi-
ana, and two hours east of Chicago. Gos-
hen has about 32,000 residents and is de-
mographically diverse, with 28.2 percent of 
the population Hispanic or Latino.

The city has a strong agricultural and 
industrial heritage. According to national 
occupational employment data for May 
2012, the Elkhart-Goshen metropolitan sta-
tistical area (MSA) is the metropolitan area 
in the United States with the highest con-
centration of production occupations (U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics 2014). The MSA is 
best known as a hub for recreational vehi-
cle manufacturing. Despite the communi-
ty’s high concentration of manufacturing, 
Goshen continues to attract members of 
the creative class and young entrepreneurs. 
The community also touts one of the most 
vibrant downtowns in Indiana.

Goshen’s existing comprehensive plan, 
Comprehensive Plan & Community Vi-
sion: 2004–2013, is focused on sustainabil-
ity. The plan was developed by a local non-
profit, Community Sustainability Project, 
Inc. It highlights the importance of sustain-
able, well-managed growth, promotion of 
sustainable living and business practices, 
and strong protection of environmentally 
sensitive areas. The plan’s transportation 
chapter emphasizes the development of 
nonmotorized transportation and the im-
portance of a highly connected network of 
sidewalks, trails, and bike paths. Staff and 
citizens wanted to continue this focus in the 
plan update.

Because the existing comprehensive 
plan had a sustainability focus, Goshen’s 

participation in the Sustaining Places initia-
tive seemed natural. One of the first tasks we 
undertook after selection as a pilot commu-
nity was to review our existing plan against 
the draft comprehensive plan standards. We 
were surprised to find a number of standards 
that were only loosely discussed or missing 
altogether in the plan. Of the 53 total best 
practices, 17 scored “Low.” These practices 
included access to locally grown foods for all 
neighborhoods and planning for the provi-
sion of green infrastructure.

Staff decided that the standards scored 
as “Medium” or “High” were sufficiently rep-
resented in the plan and would be carried 
forward into the plan update. We addressed 
the low-achieving standards in the public 
engagement process and asked the com-
munity if these best practices should be in-
cluded in the plan. Community members 
were invited to help develop specific actions 
and strategies for these best practices.

Public support for the plan standards 
was very strong. Several citizens requested 
a copy of the APA scoring matrix. By partici-
pating as a pilot community and consider-
ing the plan standards during our plan up-
date, we were able to identify sustainability 
standards that were missing or weak in our 
plan. We also were able to work with and 
integrate the public into our plan update 
process in a meaningful way.

INCORPORATING THE COMPREHENSIVE PLAN STANDARDS INTO 
GOSHEN’S COMPREHENSIVE PLAN UPDATE
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take the form of an internal scoring process; if the external 
review and designation program described in Appendix D 
is instituted, then communities could apply for such out-
side designation. 

Step Four: Score the Plan
The fourth step is to score the plan against the standards. 
The benefit of this scoring is to provide an indication of the 
degree to which the plan takes a comprehensive approach 
to sustaining places. By assessing the level of achievement 
for the practices in the standards, reviewers will be able to 
judge the overall quality of the plan. As mentioned earlier, 
this assessment may be done internally within the com-
munity to generate a comparative benchmark of the plan’s 
achievement versus the full slate of possible best practices. 
In the future, it may also be offered through an external re-
view and designation process (see Appendix D). This report 
focuses on internal scoring.

As noted in Chapter 2, the scoring approach involves as-
signing a rating of Not Applicable, Not Present, Low, Medi-
um, or High to a plan’s incorporation of each practice in the 
standards framework. To assist planners in scoring, a matrix 
has been prepared with brief descriptions of the practices as-
sociated with each principle, process, and attribute. A copy of 
this matrix is located in Appendix C.

To ensure that the scoring is accurate as possible, a 
team of at least two planners knowledgeable about the 
plan’s structure and content should carry out the scoring 
separately. Once each team member has read and scored the 
plan, they can meet to identify and discuss differences in 
scoring, including any judgment calls made about the level 
at which a particular practice should be scored.  This should 
be continued until the team is able to come to consensus on 
the scoring.

What will the final scores tell communities? The scores 
will identify any areas where the plan departs from the level 
of plan quality set forth in the standards framework. They 
will highlight areas of strength and areas where further im-
provement may be warranted. If a plan has a high overall 
score, then a community can be assured that they are staking 
their future sustainability on a strong planning foundation. If 
it has a low overall score, then this can help a community un-
derstand the need to invest further resources in its planning 
program. As noted in the pilot community examples pro-
vided below, scoring a plan is a useful diagnostic procedure, 
which may turn up previously undiscovered gaps. It can also 
be used as a prescriptive process, which will suggest remedies 
for filling the gaps.

PILOT COMMUNITY EXAMPLES

The experience of the pilot communities provides examples 
of how various types and sizes of jurisdictions applied the 
standards at different stages in the planning process.1 For ex-
ample, planners in Goshen, Indiana, used the standards to 
evaluate their existing 2004 plan and were surprised to find 
that it contained a number of low-achievement practices. 
With strong community support, planners were able to add 
new practices to improve weak areas, such as access to local 
foods. (See sidebar “Incorporating the Standards in Goshen’s 
Comprehensive Plan Update,” p. 27)

Planners in Austin, Texas, whose comprehensive plan was 
evaluated by the pilot communities and by the participants in 
the workshop at the 2014 National Planning Conference, used 
the standards to review the Imagine Austin comprehensive 
plan (adopted by the city council in 2012). Even though this 
plan has received numerous awards—including the inaugural 
Sustainable Plan Award from APA’s Sustainable Communities 
Division in 2014—the planning staff discovered that it lacked 
some important practices. (See sidebar “Staff Review of the 
2012 Imagine Austin Comprehensive Plan.”)

Seattle, Washington, used the plan standards to con-
duct an assessment of its existing 1994 plan in preparation 
for an update. According to senior planner Patrice Carroll, 
some of the insights that staff derived from the assessment 
were the needs to reassess the city’s view of what constitutes 
authentic participation, address a gap in its procedures for ac-
countable implementation, and implement a stronger focus 
on equity. Equity has become increasingly important for fast-
growing Seattle to ensure the broad sharing of the benefits of 

Public meetings, part of the Seattle 2035 comprehensive plan update (City of 

Seattle Department of Planning and Development)
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Paul DiGiuseppe, Principal Planner, City 
of Austin Planning and Development 
Review Department

The City of Austin, Texas, began the 
three-year process of updating its compre-
hensive plan in 2009. The 2012 Imagine 
Austin plan has a planning horizon to 2039 
and replaces the 1980 plan called Austin 
Tomorrow. Both the city council and com-
munity residents support making the city 
more sustainable and expect the compre-
hensive plan to address sustainability.

When Austin was asked to pilot-test 
the plan-scoring procedure with its existing 
plan, the planning process was complete 
and the plan had been adopted for over 
a year. Although the plan standards were 
not available when we were undergoing 
our planning process, they proved useful in 
evaluating how successful we had been at 
incorporating elements that would make 
our city more sustainable.

We were confident that our plan 
would fare well when measured against 
the standards, and we were happy to have 
our expectations confirmed. Imagine Aus-
tin focuses on the following major themes 
that encompass sustainability: grow as 
a compact and connected city; integrate 
nature into the city; provide paths to pros-
perity for all; develop as an affordable and 
healthy community; sustainably manage 
water, energy and our environmental re-
sources; and think creatively and work to-
gether as a community. These themes align 
well with the principles included in the plan 
standards framework.

Checking our existing plan against 
the plan standards revealed a few gaps 
in the plan, such as promoting leadership 
in disadvantaged communities through 
the planning process. Considering Austin’s 
history of racial segregation and income 
disbursement, this is something we will 

Austin residents share their visions for Austin’s future 

as part of Imagine Austin (City of Austin)

STAFF REVIEW OF THE 2012 IMAGINE AUSTIN COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

consider as we continue implementing the 
plan. The plan also does not reference post-
disaster economic recovery. We will follow 
up to see if this practice should be added 
to Imagine Austin. Finally, the review con-
firmed that we must focus on articulating 
our implementation framework.

While the evaluation process was 
time intensive, it proved useful to us after 
the adoption of the plan. We were able to 
identify the strengths of our plan as well as 
gaps that could lead to plan amendments 
in the future and that could be focal points 
for implementation.

The results of the evaluation will be 
shared with the public and city depart-
ments so that we can gain more support 
for the implementation of Imagine Austin 
initiatives. We feel it is extremely important 
for communities currently developing or 
updating their comprehensive plans to 
consider these standards. They can provide 
important points of engagement with the 
public, help staff identify public priorities, 
and ensure a complete assessment of com-
munity issues.
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a strong economy. The review also confirmed the need for a 
more accessible, persuasive, and consistent plan with more 
graphics. Carroll noted that these insights would be valuable 
in preparing Seattle 2035, the updated comprehensive plan, 
due for adoption in 2015.

New Hanover County, North Carolina, reviewed the 
standards during preparation of its first comprehensive plan 
after having only a state-mandated land-use plan for a num-
ber of years. Because the county has a population of about 
200,000 and faces projected growth of up to 337,000, local 
planners saw the need for a comprehensive planning ap-
proach. To develop plan policies and recommendations, long-
range planner Jennifer Rigby, aicp, reported at the 2014 Na-
tional Planning Conference that the county set up six themed 
committees, each focused on one of the plan principles. They 
found that the standards provided a clear framework to ad-
dress politically sensitive issues, such as climate change and 
sea-level rise, which might otherwise have been difficult to 
discuss. They also found the emphasis on regionalism very 
germane to their efforts to integrate data and policies from 
the regional plan, the regional transportation plan, county 
economic development and infrastructure plans, and the 
Greater Wilmington city plan.

Memphis/Shelby County, Tennessee, was a special case 
in that the standards were applied not to a comprehensive 
planning process but to the Mid-South Regional Greenprint 
& Sustainability Plan funded by a Sustainable Communities 
Regional Planning Grant through the U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development. The plan seeks to create 
a unified vision for a network of green spaces connecting a 
four-county, tri-state region. The plan would not only protect 
open space and environmental resources, but it also address-
es ways in which this network can influence housing, trans-
portation, and health. According to program manager John 
Zeanah, aicp, Memphis and Shelby County benefited from 
using the standards as a guide for the regional plan. Specifi-
cally, the standards were a valuable tool for project planners 
to evaluate how effectively the regional vision addresses sus-
tainability best practices.

Wheeling, West Virginia, used the standards in prepar-
ing the 2014 Envision Wheeling comprehensive plan update. 
Wendy Moeller, aicp, consultant for the updated plan, noted 
that the community embraced many of the standards, includ-
ing increased density, adaptive reuse, improved transit, walk-
able neighborhoods, and housing choice. Others were more 
challenging due to Wheeling’s circumstances. For example, 
the “discouraging development in hazard-prone areas” best 
practice came up against the city’s desire to encourage rede-

velopment and reinvestment and the reality that more than 
25 percent of lots are located in designated floodplains.

Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, was in the process of cre-
ating a new comprehensive plan (planokc) during the time 
that the standards were being developed and pilot tested by 
communities. According to planning director Aubrey Ham-
montree, aicp, this timing could not have been better for in-
forming the development of plan policies through the vari-
ous stages of the public engagement process. The community, 
specialized stakeholders, and city staff generated hundreds of 
policies that city planners then filtered using the standards 
as a framework. The standards provided a good “check” to 
ensure the plan’s policies were complete and comprehensive, 
and that they conformed to best practices.

Rock Island, Illinois, was nearing completion of its 
first ever city-wide comprehensive plan when it was selected 
as a pilot community. In 2012 Rock Island received a grant 
from the State of Illinois to prepare a forward-thinking com-
prehensive plan meeting certain sustainability principles; 
however, the guidance provided by the granting agency was 
somewhat limited in terms of how standards should be met. 
Urban planner Brandy Howe, aicp, reported that the scor-
ing matrix, together with public feedback, was a valuable 
tool used during the planning process to ensure that the plan 
content met all the sustainability requirements of the grant-
ing agency. Howe noted that the majority of APA’s standards 
were seamlessly integrated into the city’s 2014 comprehensive 
plan, but certain standards—such as climate change adapta-
tion—may require “soft stepping” in certain communities. 

A number of pilot community representatives com-
mented that, as an objective set of best practices developed by 
a well-known national organization, the standards provided 
a credible framework for discussing issues and approaches 
with elected officials and the public, ones that otherwise 
might have been difficult to address.

PLAN EVALUATION: NEXT STEPS

The experience of the pilot communities confirms that the 
plan standards framework and scoring procedure are a re-
source that can be used by jurisdictions with widely vary-
ing characteristics to evaluate their comprehensive plans at 
different stages in the planning process. The plan evalua-
tion process described in this chapter provides a systematic 
approach to applying the framework, including use of the 
scoring procedure to compare a local comprehensive plan 
against a national standard. Such “self-scoring” differs from 
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the possibility of an external review, scoring, and designation 
system for comprehensive plans that meet the definition of 
sustaining places, which depends upon future action by APA 
and could include additional features such as bonus points for 
plans with particularly innovative approaches. 

The final chapter of this report considers the future of 
comprehensive planning practice in the context of the sustain-
ability challenges of the twenty-first century. It addresses how 
the plan standards for sustaining places can play an important 
role in helping planners to meet these challenges, including 
lessons learned from the pilot communities. APA leadership 
had not decided whether or not to move forward with a formal 
designation program for plans that meet these standards at the 
time of this report’s publication. Such a system, however, could 
make a valuable contribution to comprehensive planning prac-
tice. Appendix D provides additional information on how such 
an APA-managed program might work. 

1. The sources of the information provided in this section include presen-
tations made by pilot community representatives at the workshop held 
at the 2014 National Planning Conference in Atlanta, blogs written by 
several of the representatives of APA’s Sustaining Places website, and 
personal communications with representatives.



CHAPTER 4
THE FUTURE OF 
COMPREHENSIVE 
PLANNING 
PRACTICE
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Planning for sustainability is the defining challenge of the twenty-first century. Overcoming deeply ingrained economic and 
cultural patterns that result in resource depletion, climate instability, and economic and social stress requires holistic problem-
solving that blends the best scientific understanding of existing conditions and available technologies with the public resolve 
to act. Planning processes allow communities to look past immediate concerns, evaluate options for how best to proceed, and 
move toward a better future (Godschalk and Anderson 2012).

As the leading policy document guiding the long-range 
development of local jurisdictions in the United States, 
the comprehensive plan plays a critical role in planning 
for sustainability. The standards described in this report 
are designed to provide a concise resource and planning 
tool for communities across the country to use in evalu-
ating existing comprehensive plans and developing new 
ones that advance the “triple bottom line” of sustainabil-
ity: environmental, economic, and social goals. They also 
provide the opportunity to establish a national standard 
and designation system to promote excellence in compre-
hensive planning.

This chapter begins by summarizing lessons learned 
from working with the pilot communities to finalize the 
plan standards framework and evaluation system, includ-
ing resolution of issues identified during the multiyear ini-
tiative. The chapter then presents observations on how the 
traditional comprehensive planning model continues to 
evolve to meet the challenges faced by planners and their 
communities in the twenty-first century—a trend that is 
epitomized by the comprehensive plan standards for sus-
taining places.

LESSONS LEARNED FROM  
THE PILOT COMMUNITIES

The two major lessons learned from piloting the standards 
with a diverse group of communities and participants in the 
workshop at the 2014 National Planning Conference (NPC) 
in Atlanta are the following: 

1. The standards framework and plan evaluation process 
work when applied to real comprehensive plans that are 
under development.

2. The standards framework has a significant contribution 
to make to the practice of comprehensive planning. 

Each pilot community representative reported that us-
ing the standards was a positive experience that improved 
the comprehensive planning process. They all found the best 
practices to be a practical tool and resource for guiding plan 
making in their communities. While the standards depart 
from the typical comprehensive plan table of contents of the 
past century, they capture the leading edge of contemporary 
planning for sustaining places. Based on the pilot community 
experience, the issues that arose during development of the 
standards are manageable and are outweighed by the poten-
tial value of incorporating the best practices into the “DNA” 
of the next generation of comprehensive plans.

As noted in Chapter 1, APA’s Plan Standards Working 
Group and participants in the workshop at the 2013 NPC in 
Chicago identified six specific issues related to the draft stan-
dards and proposed scoring procedure in particular. Work-
ing with the pilot communities provided clear evidence to 
resolve four of the six issues, as follows:

• One size fits all: This issue related to the question as to 
whether one set of standards could apply to a variety of 
different types and sizes of jurisdictions, each with its own 
distinctive characteristics. However, it did not prove to be 
a problem, even with the wide range of community types 
in the pilot group. The standards were flexible enough to 
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accommodate large and small communities in different 
areas of the country. With respect to scoring, the “Not 
Applicable” category was added to allow for elimination 
of practices that are not applicable due to local conditions 
(e.g., transit-oriented development in a rural community 
lacking transit service).

• Scoring: The Plan Standards Working Group found it 
challenging to develop objective, quantitative scoring 
criteria to evaluate plan quality, and recommended that 
further work be done to address this issue. The scoring cri-
teria for different categories of achievement described in 
Chapter 2 were developed with the input of the pilot com-
munities to provide direction for plan reviewers. While re-
viewers still need to apply a level of professional judgment, 
these criteria proved helpful for the pilot community rep-
resentatives and participants in the 2014 NPC in Atlanta 
in clarifying the differences between the categories.

• Outsider evaluation: This issue would pertain to a for-
mal plan designation process with outside reviewers (see 
Appendix D). The concern was that such reviewers might 
not understand the distinctive characteristics of the lo-
cal community applying for designation. To resolve this 
issue, the pilot communities working group developed 
a draft application form for Sustaining Places compre-
hensive plan designation. This form was filled out by the 
communities that volunteered their completed compre-
hensive plans to test the plan scoring procedure (see the 
application template in Appendix E). In addition to back-
ground information and context for the comprehensive 
plan, the form asks the applicant to provide a self-rating 
of the plan. This will ensure that the outside reviewers 
are aware of the community’s own assessments of plan 
strengths and weaknesses, as a comparative check for 
their ratings. Information is also requested on the loca-
tions within the plan of the referenced best practices. 
This will tell reviewers where to find specific practices, 
which could be difficult if the plan is structured in an 
uncommon format. The pilot community representatives 
and participants in the 2014 NPC workshop in Atlanta 
found this information to be extremely useful for their 
independent review of the plans.

• Self-rating versus formal designation: This issue was raised 
by participants in the 2013 NPC workshop in Chicago who 
generally endorsed the plan standards as providing a valu-
able resource for communities on comprehensive planning 
but questioned whether a formal designation program is 
necessary or desirable. Many of their concerns, such as the 
“one-size-fits-all” and the “scoring” issues, were resolved 

with the input of the pilot communities as described above. 
Moreover, the pilot community representatives agreed that 
a designation program would bring a level of credibility and 
rigor that would not be possible if the plan standards were 
made available only as an informal resource.

The other two issues, innovation and implementation, were 
not fully resolved during the pilot community process and will 
require further study if a formal plan designation program is to 
be established. They do not significantly affect the applicability 
of the plan standards and scoring system, which communities 
can use now to evaluate their comprehensive plans.

• Innovation: This issue is concerned with whether the 
plan standards could be used by communities as a check-
list leading to “cookie-cutter” plans. To help address this 
issue, the draft scoring system developed with the input 
of the pilot communities allowed for up to 15 points to be 
awarded to the total plan score at the discretion of the re-
viewer for plans with particularly innovative approaches. 
However, none of the pilot community representatives or 
NPC workshop participants opted to apply these bonus 
points in their reviews of the test comprehensive plans. 
So it remains to be seen if such a provision is desirable 
or necessary to inspire innovative plans and, if it is to be 
included, whether the number of potential points is ap-
propriate or should be adjusted. As a general comment, 
the standards were designed to provide a framework 
within which communities have the flexibility to pursue 
creative approaches in the content, processes, and out-
comes of the comprehensive plan, without being penal-
ized if their unique approach does not include all of the 
required practices. 

• Implementation: This issue relates not just to how well the 
plan itself addresses implementation but also to how well 
communities achieve plan goals and objectives over time, 
including both the performance of assigned responsibili-
ties and the outcomes of those actions. This issue would 
need to be a topic of further study in establishing a formal 
designation program. From a practical standpoint, taking 
into account implementation progress would add a level 
of complexity (and a timescale) beyond the more straight-
forward assessment of the comprehensive plan described 
in this report. One possibility is the establishment of a 
maintenance provision as part of the designation system 
whereby a community would need to demonstrate imple-
mentation progress after a certain period of years to retain 
Sustaining Places designation.
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THE TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY  
COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

I believe that the preparation and maintenance of the 
general plan is the primary, continuing responsibil-
ity of the city-planning profession. It will continue to 
be our most significant contribution to the art of local 
government. (Kent 1990, 2)

Originally published in 1964, T.J Kent Jr.’s book The Ur-
ban General Plan highlighted the key role of the general (or 
comprehensive) plan. It traced the roots of the plan back to 
the work of Frederick Law Olmsted Jr., Edward Bassett, and 
Alfred Bettman in the second and third decades of the twen-
tieth century, thus representing the culmination of about 50 
years of comprehensive planning practice to that point. Ac-
cording to Kent, the general plan should be long-range, com-
prehensive, a top-down general statement of policy (as op-
posed to a specific implementation program), and focused on 
physical development. Kent called for the plan to be divided 
into a series of elements addressing different subject matters. 
He identified the city council (or similar governing body) as 
the “principal client” of the plan and called for making the 
completed plan available to citizens —rather than engaging 
them in its preparation. 

In the last decades of the past century, spurred by so-
cietal trends and their impacts on planning practice, the 
traditional comprehensive planning model that Kent de-
scribed began to change. Key influences included, among 
others, a new emphasis on community engagement in the 
planning process; a broadening of planners’ concerns to 
encompass the social and environmental in addition to 
the physical realms; and increasing attention to imple-
mentation (to counter the proverbial “plan that sits on the 
shelf”). In 1987 the World Commission on Environment 
and Development published Our Common Future (also 
known as the Brundtland Report), which defined sustain-
able development as “development which meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs (United Nations 
1987)” The idea of sustainability is commonly framed as 
the “three Es”—environment, economy, and equity—or 
the “triple bottom line” of people, prosperity, and planet.

A session at the 1999 National Planning Conference in 
Seattle and accompanying article in the conference proceed-
ings explored the significant changes to the practice of com-
prehensive planning that occurred during the latter part of 
the twentieth century and what these changes might mean 

for the twenty-first century comprehensive plan. The authors 
described the emerging comprehensive plan model as values 
driven, collaborative, thematic based, linking process and 
outcome, regional in focus, and beyond paper (Rouse, Chan-
dler, and Arason 1999):

• Values driven: The plan addresses the issues and mani-
fests the values expressed by the community.

• Collaborative: The planning process meaningfully en-
gages citizens, organizations, businesses, and other com-
munity stakeholders.

• Thematic based: The plan is organized into cross-cutting 
themes rather than discrete elements.

• Linking process and outcome: The plan connects com-
munity values to a clearly defined action agenda.

• Regional in focus: The plan addresses issues that are re-
gional in scope.

• Beyond paper: The plan uses digital technology, visualiza-
tions, and other techniques that transcend the traditional 
limitations of written documents.

The above characteristics address process, structure, and 
scope more than the substance of the comprehensive plan. In 
the plan standards framework described in this report, they 
are mostly reflected in the best practices under Processes and 
Attributes. Fifteen years following the Seattle conference—
with issues such as climate change, inequality, and environ-
mental deterioration becoming ever more prominent—it is 
appropriate to add “sustainable” as a seventh characteristic 
of the twenty-first century comprehensive plan. In the plan 
standards framework, the best practices under Principles ad-
dress substantive sustainability issues.

Looking toward the future, the following are some key 
trends that likely will significantly affect comprehensive 
planning practice.

Resilience
Hurricane Katrina, Superstorm Sandy, and other extreme 
weather events have highlighted the need for communities to 
become more resilient. Resilience (the ability to recover from 
disturbance and change) applies not just to anticipating natu-
ral disasters and planning for post-disaster recovery but to 
other shocks such as severe economic downturns. Some have 
referred to resilience as the “new sustainability”; however, it is 
important to distinguish between the two. Resilience allows 
a community to respond to and recover from specific dis-
ruptive events, while (per the Brundtland Report definition) 
sustainability seeks to preserve for future generations the re-
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sources and opportunities that exist for current generations. 
The two concepts need to work hand in hand (Schwab 2014).

Systems Thinking
The traditional comprehensive plan is organized into discrete 
plan elements such as land use, transportation, housing, and 
community facilities, a structure reinforced by many state 
planning statutes that mandate plan content. In reality, these 
subject areas operate as complex systems whose interactions 
determine the form and function of an even more complex 
system: the community as a whole. To apply systems think-
ing to comprehensive planning, planners should consider how 
elements that are typically prepared separately (such as land 
use and transportation) interconnect, as well as how an un-
derstanding of basic system characteristics might inform plan 
development. For example, the City of Albany, New York, or-
ganized the Albany, NY 2030 Comprehensive Plan around 
eight interrelated systems and used system principles (such as 
leverage points, feedback loops, and levels of the system hi-
erarchy) to help determine implementation priorities (cited 
in Godschalk and Anderson 2012). (For a good overview of 
systems thinking, including 12 places to intervene in complex 
systems, see Meadows 2008.)

Community Engagement
Rapid advances in digital technology—from social media to 
web-based GIS platforms to robust sources of “open data”—
are transforming the ways citizens can be involved in com-
prehensive planning processes. Digital tools allowing for 
real-time assessment of the impacts of alternative future sce-
narios in public meetings is an example, as are online tools 
for citizen outreach, generation of ideas, and voting on priori-
ties. In using such tools, planners need to be cognizant of the 
so-called “digital divide” in order to ensure that traditionally 
underrepresented groups are not further marginalized in the 
planning process, and planners need to consider other means 
of reaching these groups. This may involve, for example, con-
necting with trusted leaders and engaging in settings com-
fortable and accessible to these citizens.

Equity
Increasing inequality—as reflected in the income gap between 
the richest and poorest members of society—has emerged as 
a major national concern, particularly in the years following 
the Great Recession of 2007 to 2009. This trend relates not 
only to economic status but also to basic quality-of-life issues 
such as resilience (minority and low-income populations are 
especially vulnerable to the impacts of natural disasters; see 

Schwab 2014) and public health (minority and low-income 
populations have higher incidences of chronic conditions 
such as obesity and lower life expectancies than more affluent 
populations; see Flegal et. al. 2010; Haley et al. 2012). Equity, 
one of the three “Es” of sustainability, is arguably the most 
difficult for planners to address. Along these lines, planners 
should consider the implications for their work of the AICP 
Code of Ethics, which as an aspirational principle calls on 
planners to “seek social justice by working to expand choice 
and opportunity for all persons, recognizing a special re-
sponsibility to plan for the needs of the disadvantaged and 
promote racial and economic integration” (American Plan-
ning Association 2009).

Implementation
In a time of fiscal constraints and questioning of the role 
of government, effective implementation is vital to estab-
lish the value of planning. Applied to the comprehensive 
plan, this means not just revising development regulations 
but also tying the capital improvements program to plan 
goals, objectives, and actions, and—very importantly—
demonstrating returns on investment. It means building 
new implementation models, such as diverse partnerships 
and coalitions across sectors. It means setting priorities and 
measures of accountability, including feasible targets and 
metrics to determine progress. And it means communicat-
ing with the community in ways that help planners connect 
with citizens, such as telling stories about tangible successes.

Adaptation
Planning can no longer follow a simple linear process in 
which public policies and investments are based on trend-
line projections of local population and economic growth. 
Conditions that used to be considered stable—such as the 
climate, resource availability and costs, and the local employ-
ment base—are increasingly unstable and outside the control 
of local governments. Present-day planning must proceed as 
a learning and adaptation process, in which ongoing plan up-
dates factor evidence of regional, national, and global change 
into local decisions. This means that today’s plans need to ac-
count for, and adjust to, a wider range of information about 
outside impacts. For example, coastal communities have to 
track up-to-date estimates of sea level rise resulting from 
climate change in order to ensure that their comprehensive 
plans adequately protect future public safety. This approach 
has been termed “adaptive governance” (Brunner and Lynch 
2010) or “anticipatory governance” (Quay 2010). As a form of 
systems thinking, an adaptive approach would use monitor-
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ing and feedback mechanisms to adjust implementation pro-
grams on an ongoing basis.

The Comprehensive Plan Moving Forward
There are no easy paths to addressing these and other com-
plexities affecting comprehensive planning practice in the 
twenty-first century. The plan standards framework de-
scribed in this report is not a prescription or a recipe. Rather, 
it is a resource and benchmark for communities to use as they 
develop solutions that work in their particular circumstances. 
For example, best practices under Principles provide direc-
tion for addressing issues related to resilience; the Authentic 
Participation best practices provide direction for community 
engagement; the Accountable Implementation best practices 
provide direction for implementation; and best practices un-
der Attributes provide direction for communication. 

Systems thinking is embedded in the six principles and 
associated best practices, which cut across traditional plan el-
ements, and can be utilized in applying all components of the 
plan framework. Adaptability is reflected in best practices for 
Attributes and includes creative strategies for dealing with 
community change, uncertainty, and development needs, as 
well as Accountable Implementation best practices that call 
for monitoring and measuring implementation progress. In-
terwoven equity is one of the principles and is integrated into 
best practices throughout the framework. The ultimate aim 
is to help planners and the communities realize the power-
ful potential of the comprehensive plan to sustain twenty-first 
century places.
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PLAN DOCUMENTS AND UPDATES

Auburn, Washington
City of Auburn Comprehensive Plan (2011). Available at www.auburnwa.gov/doing_business/community_development/plan-
ning/comprehensive_plan.htm.

Austin, Texas
Imagine Austin (2012). Available at www.austintexas.gov/department/our-plan-future.

Goshen, Indiana
Comprehensive Plan & Community Vision 2025 (draft) (2014). Available at www.goshenindiana.org/sites/default/files/files 
_and_documents/Goshen%20Comprehensive%20Plan%20Draft_10-7-14_redsz.pdf.

Memphis/Shelby County, Tennessee
Mid-South Regional Greenprint & Sustainability Plan (draft) (2014). Available at www.midsouthgreenprint.org/plan/.

New Hanover County, New Hampshire
Plan NHC (plan development in progress) (2014). Available at http://planningdevelopment.nhcgov.com/plan-nhc/.

Norfolk, Virginia
plaNorfolk2030 (2013). Available at www.norfolk.gov/indexaspx?NID=1376.

Oklahoma City, Oklahoma
planokc (plan development in progress) (2014). Available at www.planokc.org.

Raleigh, North Carolina
The 2030 Comprehensive Plan for the City of Raleigh (2009). Available at www.raleighnc.gov/business/content/PlanDev/ 
Articles/LongRange/2030ComprehensivePlan.html.

Rock Island, Illinois
City of Rock Island Comprehensive Plan (2014). Available at rigov.org/documentcenter/view/6991.

Savona, New York
Village of Savona Final Draft Comprehensive Plan (draft) (2014). Available at www.villageofsavona.com/usr/Savona%20
Final%20Draft%20Plan%20140611.pdf.

Seattle, Washington
Seattle 2035 (plan update in progress) (2014). Available at http://2035.seattle.gov/about/.

APPENDIX A: LINKS TO PLAN DOCUMENTS  
AND UPDATES AND SUSTAINABILITY 
CERTIFICATION PROGRAMS 
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Town of Foxborough, Massachusetts
Master plan documents, including Downtown Strategy (2013). Available at www.foxboroughma.gov/Pages/Foxborough 
MA_Planning/masterplan/.

Wheeling, West Virginia
Envision Wheeling (2014). Available at www.wheelingwv.gov/pdf/WheelingPlanPublicReviewOct2014.pdf.

SUSTAINABILITY CERTIFICATION PROGRAMS*

Audubon International, Sustainable Communities  Program 
www.auduboninternational.org/sustainable-communities-program

STAR Communities, STAR Community Rating System 
www.starcommunities.org/certification/SustainableJersey
www.sustainablejersey.com/

Sustainable Sites Initiative (SITES™) 
www.sustainablesites.org/

U.S. Green Building Council, Leadership in Energy &  Environmental  Design (LEED)
www.usgbc.org/leed

U.S. Green Building Council, LEED for Neighborhood  Development (LEED-ND)
www.usgbc.org/resources/leed-neighborhood-development

*See Appendix D for descriptions of these programs (p. 57).
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This appendix provides definitions of the best practices for the principles, processes, and attributes that comprise the com-
prehensive plan standards framework for sustaining places (see Chapter 2). These definitions are intended as a resource for 
communities seeking to understand the framework and how its individual components apply to their circumstances. They are 
organized into three sections: (1) Best Practices for Plan Principles, (2) Best Practices for Plan Processes, and (3) Best Practices 
for Plan Attributes. 

Comprehensive plans for sustaining places should endeavor to incorporate the full slate of best practices while allowing 
for each community’s unique context, environment, and issues. By addressing and implementing all possible best practices, a 
community can set a path towards a high level of sustainability.

BEST PRACTICES FOR PLAN PRINCIPLES 

1. Livable Built Environment. Ensure that all elements of 
the built environment, including land use, transportation, 
housing, energy, and infrastructure, work together to pro-
vide sustainable, green places for living, working, and recre-
ation, with a high quality of life.

 There are 11 recommended best practices for the first plan 
principle, Livable Built Environment:

1.1 Plan for multimodal transportation. A multimodal 
transportation system allows people to use a variety 
of transportation modes, including walking, biking, 
and other mobility devices (e.g., wheelchairs), as well 
as transit where possible. Such a system reduces de-
pendence on automobiles and encourages more active 
forms of personal transportation, improving health 
outcomes and increasing the mobility of those who 
are unable or unwilling to drive (e.g., youth, persons 
with disabilities, the elderly). Fewer cars on the road 
also translates to reduced air pollution and green-
house gas emissions with associated health and envi-
ronmental benefits. 

1.2 Plan for transit-oriented development. Transit-ori-
ented development (TOD) is characterized by a con-
centration of higher-density mixed use development 
around transit stations and along transit lines, such 
that the location and the design of the development 

encourage transit use and pedestrian activity. TOD al-
lows communities to focus new residential and com-
mercial development in areas that are well connected 
to public transit. This enables residents to more eas-
ily use transit service, which can reduce vehicle-miles 
traveled and fossil fuels consumed and associated 
pollution and greenhouse gas emissions. It can also 
reduce the need for personal automobile ownership, 
resulting in a decreased need for parking spaces and 
other automobile-oriented infrastructure. 

1.3 Coordinate regional transportation investments 
with job clusters. Coordinating regional transporta-
tion systems and areas of high employment densities 
can foster both transportation efficiency and econom-
ic development. This is important for creating and 
improving access to employment opportunities, par-
ticularly for disadvantaged populations without easy 
access to personal automobiles.

1.4 Provide complete streets serving multiple func-
tions. Complete streets are streets that are designed 
and operated with all users in mind—including mo-
torists, pedestrians, bicyclists, and public transit rid-
ers (where applicable) of all ages and abilities—to sup-
port a multimodal transportation system. A complete 
street network is one that safely and conveniently ac-
commodates all users and desired functions, though 
this does not mean that all modes or functions will 
be equally prioritized on any given street segment. 

APPENDIX B: BEST PRACTICE DEFINITIONS



41www.planning.org AMERICAN PLANNING ASSOCIATION

SUSTAINING PLACES: BEST PRACTICES FOR COMPREHENSIVE PLANS
PA S 578,  A P P E N D I X B 

Streets that serve multiple functions can accommo-
date travel, social interaction, and commerce to pro-
vide for more vibrant neighborhoods and more livable 
communities. 

1.5 Plan for mixed land-use patterns that are walkable 
and bikeable. Mixed land-use patterns are character-
ized by residential and nonresidential land uses locat-
ed in close proximity to one another. Mixing land uses 
and providing housing in close proximity to everyday 
destinations (e.g., shops, schools, civic places, work-
places) can increase walking and biking and reduce 
the need to make trips by automobile. Mixed land-use 
patterns should incorporate safe, convenient, acces-
sible, and attractive design features (e.g., sidewalks, 
bike street furniture, bicycle facilities, street trees) to 
promote walking and biking.

1.6 Plan for infill development. Infill development is 
characterized by development or redevelopment 
of undeveloped or underutilized parcels of land in 
otherwise built-up areas, which are usually served 
by or have ready access to existing infrastructure 
and services. Focusing development and redevelop-
ment on infill sites takes advantage of this existing 
infrastructure while helping to steer development 
away from greenfield sites on the urban fringe, 
which are more expensive to serve with infrastruc-
ture and services. 

1.7 Encourage design standards appropriate to the com-
munity context. Design standards are specific criteria 
and requirements for the form and appearance of de-
velopment within a neighborhood, corridor, special 
district, or jurisdiction as a whole. These standards 
serve to improve or protect both the function and 
aesthetic appeal of a community. Design standards 
typically address building placement, building mass-
ing and materials, and the location and appearance 
of elements (such as landscaping, signage, and street 
furniture). They can encourage development that is 
compatible with the community context and that en-
hances sense of place. While the design standards will 
not be specified in the comprehensive plan itself, the 
plan can establish the direction and objectives that de-
tailed standards should achieve.

1.8 Provide accessible public facilities and spaces. Pub-
lic facilities play an important role in communities 
and they should be able to accommodate persons of all 
ages and abilities. Public facilities and spaces should 
be equitably distributed throughout the community. 

They should be located and designed to be safe, served 
by different transportation modes, and accessible to 
visitors with mobility impairments. 

1.9 Conserve and reuse historic resources. Historic re-
sources are buildings, sites, landmarks, or districts 
with exceptional value or quality for illustrating or 
interpreting the cultural heritage of a community. 
They can include resources eligible for listing on the 
National Register of Historic Places, a state inventory 
of historic resources in association with a program 
approved by the secretary of the interior, or a local 
inventory of historic resources in association with 
a program approved by a state program or directly 
by the secretary of the interior (in states without ap-
proved programs). It is important to address the con-
servation and reuse of historic resources due to their 
cultural and historic significance to a community 
and the role they play in enhancing a community’s 
sense of place, economy (through tourism and other 
economic activity), and environment (by reducing 
the need to construct new buildings that consume 
land and resources). 

1.10 Implement green building design and energy con-
servation. Green building designs that meet the stan-
dards of the U.S. Green Building Council’s Leadership 
in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) or sim-
ilar rating system are energy and resource efficient, 
reduce waste and pollution, and improve occupant 
health and productivity. Energy conservation refers 
to measures that reduce energy consumption through 
energy efficiency or behavioral change. Together these 
approaches reduce energy costs and improve environ-
mental quality and community health. They can be 
implemented through strategies such as code require-
ments, regulatory incentives, and investment pro-
grams (e.g., grants to homeowners for weatherization 
of their homes).

1.11 Discourage development in hazard zones. A haz-
ard zone is an area with a high potential for natural 
events, such as floods, high winds, landslides, earth-
quakes, and wildfires. Plans should discourage devel-
opment in hazard zones, including any construction 
or site disturbance within an area of high risk relative 
to other areas within a jurisdiction. Hazards that oc-
cur within these zones are known to cause human 
casualties and damage to the built environment. Dis-
couraging development in hazard zones protects the 
natural environment, people, and property. 
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2. Harmony with Nature. Ensure that the contributions of 
natural resources to human well-being are explicitly rec-
ognized and valued and that maintaining their health is a 
primary objective.
There are 10 recommended best practices for the second 
plan principle, Harmony with Nature:

2.1 Restore, connect, and protect natural habitats and 
sensitive lands. Natural habitats are areas or land-
scapes—such as wetlands, riparian corridors, and 
woodlands—inhabited by a species or community of 
species, and can include those designated as rare and 
endangered. Sensitive lands, including steep slopes 
and geographically unstable areas, contain natural 
features that are environmentally significant and 
easily disturbed by human activity. These resources 
provide important environmental benefits. Restoring 
degraded habitat can reestablish natural diversity and 
associated ecosystem services. 

2.2 Plan for the provision and protection of green in-
frastructure. Green infrastructure is a strategically 
planned and managed network of green open spac-
es, including parks, greenways, and protected lands. 
Green infrastructure may also be defined as features 
that use natural means such as vegetation to capture, 
store, and infiltrate stormwater runoff, often in urban 
settings. This includes features such as bioswales, rain 
gardens, and green roofs. Green infrastructure pro-
vides a range of critical functions and ecosystem ser-
vices to communities, such as wildlife habitat, storm-
water management, and recreational opportunities. 

2.3 Encourage development that respects natural to-
pography. Sensitive natural topography includes 
features such as hillsides, ridges, steep slopes, or low-
lands that can pose challenges to development. Tak-
ing these features into account in planning for private 
development and public infrastructure can reduce 
construction costs, minimize natural hazard risks 
from flooding or landslides, and mitigate the impacts 
of construction on natural resources, including soils, 
vegetation, and water systems. 

2.4 Enact policies to reduce carbon footprints. The term 
“carbon footprint” is used to describe the amount of 
carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases emitted by 
a given entity (such as an individual, company, or city) 
in a certain time frame. It provides a measure of the 
environmental impact of a particular lifestyle or opera-
tion, and encompasses both the direct consumption of 

fossil fuels as well as indirect emissions associated with 
the manufacture and transport of all goods and ser-
vices the entity consumes. Policies designed to reduce 
the carbon footprint benefit the environment and have 
associated benefits on air quality and health. Because 
these policies are often associated with energy conser-
vation, they can also have positive economic benefits 
for local governments and community members. 

2.5 Comply with state and local air quality standards. 
Air quality standards are limits on the quantity of pol-
lutants in the air during a given period in a defined 
area. Under the Clean Air Act, the U.S. Environmen-
tal Protection Agency has established air quality stan-
dards for ground-level ozone, lead, particulate matter, 
carbon monoxide, sulfur dioxide, and nitrogen diox-
ide to protect public health and the environment and 
enforced by state and local governments. Pollutants 
may come from mobile sources (e.g., cars and trucks), 
area sources (e.g., small businesses), or point sources 
(e.g., power plants).

2.6 Encourage climate change adaptation. Adapting to 
climate change involves adjusting natural and human 
systems to projected impacts such as sea level rise and 
increased frequencies of extreme weather events as well 
as long-term shifts in precipitation levels, growing sea-
son length, and native vegetation and wildlife popula-
tions. Successful adaptation strategies reduce commu-
nity vulnerability and minimize adverse effects on the 
environment, economy, and public health. 

2.7 Provide for renewable energy use. Renewable en-
ergy sources, which are derived directly or indirectly 
from the sun or natural movements and mechanisms 
of the environment—including solar, wind, biomass, 
hydropower, ocean thermal, wave action, and tidal ac-
tion—are local sources of energy that are naturally re-
generated over a short timescale and do not diminish. 
Use of renewable energy reduces reliance on coal-fired 
energy plants and other sources of fossil fuels.

2. 8 Provide for solid waste reduction. Solid waste is gar-
bage or refuse resulting from human activities. It can 
include food scraps, yard waste, packaging materials, 
broken or discarded household items, and construc-
tion and demolition debris. Many common solid 
waste items—such as glass, aluminum and other met-
als, paper and cardboard, certain plastics, and food 
scraps and other organic materials—can be diverted 
from the waste stream and recycled into new products 
or composted. 
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2.9 Encourage water conservation and plan for a lasting 
water supply. Reducing water use by buildings and 
landscapes through water conservation and planning 
for a lasting water supply are critical to a community’s 
long-term sustainability, particularly in regions with 
limited precipitation or other sources of water. Access 
to ground or surface water sources sufficient for antic-
ipated future water use levels and a well-maintained 
supply system to deliver this water to end users are 
important to ensure. 

2.10 Protect and manage streams, watersheds, and 
floodplains. A stream is a body of water flowing over 
the ground in a channel. A watershed is an area of 
land drained by a river, river system, or other body 
of water. A floodplain is an area of low-lying ground 
adjacent to a body of water that is susceptible to in-
undation. These resources have typically been exten-
sively altered in urban environments—for example, 
by replacing streams with underground culverts or 
constructing buildings in the floodplain—negatively 
affecting the natural and beneficial functions they 
provide. Watershed management is important to pro-
tecting water supply, water quality, drainage, storm-
water runoff and other functions at a watershed scale. 

3. Resilient Economy. Ensure that the community is pre-
pared to deal with both positive and negative changes in its 
economic health and to initiate sustainable urban develop-
ment and redevelopment strategies that foster green busi-
ness growth and build reliance on local assets.

 There are seven recommended best practices for the third 
plan principle, Resilient Economy:

 
3.1 Provide the physical capacity for economic growth. 

Economic growth is characterized by an increase in 
the amounts of goods and services that an economy 
is able to produce over time. Providing the physical 
capacity for economic growth means ensuring that 
adequate space will be available for commercial and 
industrial development and redevelopment for non-
residential land uses. Communities need to plan for 
the necessary amount of land and structures appro-
priately built, sized, and located to support existing 
and future production of goods and services based 
on current and projected economic conditions. This 
could entail decline as well as growth in demand 
depending on market conditions and as certain eco-
nomic sectors become obsolete.

3.2 Plan for a balanced land-use mix for fiscal sustain-
ability. A balanced land-use mix for fiscal sustain-
ability is characterized by a pattern that includes both 
residential and nonresidential uses, such that the 
long-term cost of providing a desirable level of public 
services to residents, business owners, and visitors is 
closely matched to the tax or user-fee revenue gener-
ated by those uses.

3.3 Plan for transportation access to employment cen-
ters. Plans should ensure that areas with high job den-
sity are accessible to employees via one or more travel 
modes (automobile, transit, bicycling, walking). More 
transportation modes serving the employment center 
offer employees a wider range of commuting options. 
This is important for improving access to employment 
opportunities, particularly among populations that 
may not have personal vehicles.

3.4 Promote green businesses and jobs. A green busi-
ness is any business offering environmentally friendly 
products and services through sustainable business 
models and practices. Green jobs are provided by ag-
ricultural, manufacturing, research and development, 
administrative, service, or other business activities 
that contribute substantially to preserving or restor-
ing environmental quality. Green businesses and jobs 
may include, but are not limited to, those associated 
with industrial processes with closed-loop systems in 
which the wastes of one industry are the raw materials 
for another. 

3.5 Encourage community-based economic develop-
ment and revitalization. Community-based eco-
nomic development is development that promotes, 
supports, and invests in businesses that serve local 
needs and are compatible with the vision, character, 
and cultural values of the community. This approach 
encourages using local resources in ways that enhance 
economic opportunities while improving social con-
ditions and supporting locally owned and produced 
goods and services. These activities foster connections 
and a sense of place, reduce the need for imports, and 
stimulate the local economy. This in turn can increase 
investment in and revitalization of downtowns, com-
mercial areas, neighborhoods, and other place-based 
community resources.

3.6 Provide and maintain infrastructure capacity in 
line with growth or decline demands. Keeping in-
frastructure capacity in line with demand involves 
ensuring that structures and networks are appropri-
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ately sized to adequately serve existing and future de-
velopment. This is important in balancing quality of 
service provision with costs to the local government. 
Infrastructure planning may include decommission-
ing or realigning infrastructure in neighborhoods 
experiencing protracted population decline—for ex-
ample, to facilitate a transition from residential uses to 
green infrastructure, urban agriculture, or renewable 
energy production. 

3.7 Plan for post-disaster economic recovery. Planning for 
post-disaster economic recovery before a disaster hap-
pens helps communities resume economic activities 
following damage or destruction by a natural or human-
made disaster (e.g., hurricane, landslide, wildfire, earth-
quake, terrorist attack). Plans for post-disaster recovery 
are characterized by officially adopted polices and imple-
mentation tools put in place before or after an event to 
direct recovery after a disaster event has occurred. 

4. Interwoven Equity. Ensure fairness and equity in provid-
ing for the housing, services, health, safety, and livelihood 
needs of all citizens and groups.
There are nine recommended best practices for Interwo-
ven Equity, the fourth plan principle: 

4.1 Provide a range of housing types. A range of hous-
ing types is characterized by the presence of residen-
tial units of different sizes, configurations, tenures, 
and price points located in buildings of different sizes, 
configurations, ages, and ownership structures. Pro-
viding a range of housing types accommodates vary-
ing lifestyle choices and affordability needs and makes 
it possible for households of different sizes and income 
levels to live in close proximity to one another. 

4.2 Plan for a jobs-housing balance. A jobs/housing bal-
ance is characterized by a roughly equal number of jobs 
and housing units (households) within a commuter shed. 
A strong jobs-housing balance can also result in jobs that 
are better matched to the labor force living in the com-
muter shed, resulting in lower vehicle-miles traveled, im-
proved worker productivity, and higher overall quality of 
life. When coordinated with multimodal transportation 
investments, it improves access to employment opportu-
nities for disadvantaged populations.

4.3 Plan for the physical, environmental, and economic 
improvement of at-risk, distressed, and disadvan-
taged neighborhoods. At-risk neighborhoods are 
experiencing falling property values, high real estate 

foreclosure rates, rapid depopulation, or physical dete-
rioration. Distressed neighborhoods suffer from disin-
vestment and physical deterioration for many reasons, 
including (but not limited to) the existence of cheap land 
on the urban fringe, the financial burdens of maintain-
ing an aging building stock, economic restructuring, 
land speculation, and the dissolution or relocation of 
anchor institutions. A disadvantaged neighborhood is 
a neighborhood in which residents have reduced access 
to resources and capital due to factors such as high lev-
els of poverty and unemployment and low levels of edu-
cational attainment. These neighborhoods often exhibit 
high rates of both physical disorder (e.g., abandoned 
buildings, graffiti, vandalism, litter, disrepair) and so-
cial disorder (e.g., crime, violence, loitering, drinking 
and drug use). Such neighborhoods often need targeted 
interventions to prevent further decline and jump-start 
revitalization. 

4.4 Plan for improved health and safety for at-risk pop-
ulations. An at-risk population is characterized by 
vulnerability to health or safety impacts through fac-
tors such as race or ethnicity, socioeconomic status, 
geography, gender, age, behavior, or disability status. 
These populations may have additional needs before, 
during, and after a destabilizing event such as a natu-
ral or human-made disaster or period of extreme 
weather, or throughout an indefinite period of local-
ized instability related to an economic downturn or a 
period of social turmoil. At-risk populations include 
children, the elderly, persons with disabilities, those 
living in institutionalized settings, those with limited 
English proficiency, and those who are transporta-
tion disadvantaged.

4.5 Provide accessible, quality public services, facili-
ties, and health care to minority and low-income 
populations. A public service is a service performed 
for the benefit of the people who live in (and some-
times those who visit) the jurisdiction. A public fa-
cility is any building or property—such as a library, 
park, or community center—owned, leased, or fund-
ed by a public entity. Public services, facilities, and 
health care should be located so that all members of 
the public have safe and convenient transportation 
options to reach quality services and facilities that 
meet or exceed industry standards for service provi-
sion. Minority and low-income populations are of-
ten underserved by public services and facilities and 
health care providers. 
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4.6 Upgrade infrastructure and facilities in older and 
substandard areas. Infrastructure comprises the 
physical systems that allow societies and economies 
to function. These include water mains, storm and 
sanitary sewers, electrical grids, telecommunications 
facilities, and transportation facilities such as bridges, 
tunnels, and roadways. Upgrading is the process of 
improving these infrastructure and facilities through 
the addition or replacement of existing components 
with newer versions. An older area is a neighborhood, 
corridor, or district that has been developed and con-
tinuously occupied for multiple decades. A substan-
dard area is a neighborhood, district, or corridor with 
infrastructure that fails to meet established standards. 
Targeting infrastructure in older and substandard 
areas provides a foundation for further community 
revitalization efforts and improves quality of life for 
residents in these neighborhoods.

4.7 Plan for workforce diversity and development. Work-
force diversity is characterized by the employment of a 
wide variety of people in terms of age, cultural back-
ground, physical ability, race and ethnicity, religion, 
and gender identity. Workforce development is an 
economic development strategy that focuses on people 
rather than businesses; it attempts to enhance a region’s 
economic stability and prosperity by developing jobs 
that match existing skills within the local workforce or 
training workers to meet the labor needs of local indus-
tries. Promoting workforce diversity and development 
is a vital piece of economic development efforts, mak-
ing areas attractive to employers and enabling residents 
to find employment in their communities. 

4.8 Protect vulnerable populations from natural haz-
ards. A natural hazard is a natural event that threatens 
lives, property, and other assets. Natural hazards in-
clude floods, high wind events, landslides, earthquakes, 
and wildfires. Vulnerable neighborhoods face higher 
risks than others when disaster events occur and may 
require special interventions to weather those events. A 
population may be vulnerable for a variety of reasons, 
including location, socioeconomic status or access to 
resources, lack of leadership and organization, and lack 
of planning. 

4.9 Promote environmental justice. Environmental jus-
tice is defined as the fair treatment and meaningful 
involvement of all people, regardless of race, color, na-
tional origin, or income, in the development, imple-
mentation, and enforcement of environmental laws, 

regulations, and policies. Its goal is to provide all 
communities and persons across the nation with the 
same degree of protection from environmental and 
health hazards and equal access to decision making 
processes. This results in healthy environments for all 
in which to live, learn, and work.

5. Healthy Community. Ensure that public health needs are 
recognized and addressed through provisions for healthy 
foods, physical activity, access to recreation, health care, 
environmental justice, and safe neighborhoods.
There are seven recommended best practices for Healthy 
Community, the fifth plan principle:

5.1 Reduce exposure to toxins and pollutants in the 
natural and built environments. Toxins are poison-
ous substances capable of causing disease in living or-
ganisms. Pollutants are waste substances or forms of 
energy (noise, light, heat), often resulting from indus-
trial processes, that can contaminate air, water, and 
soil and cause adverse changes in the environment. 
Examples include carbon monoxide and other gases 
as well as soot and particulate matter produced by fos-
sil fuel combustion; toxic chemicals used or created in 
industrial processes; pesticides and excess nutrients 
from agricultural operations; and toxic gases released 
by paints or adhesives. Reducing exposure to toxins 
and pollutants improves the health of individuals and 
communities, with concomitant improvements in 
quality of life and health care cost savings.

5.2 Plan for increased public safety through the reduc-
tion of crime and injuries. Public safety involves 
prevention of and protection from events such as 
crimes or disasters that could bring danger, injury, 
or damage to the general public. Although address-
ing crime is typically considered a governmental re-
sponsibility (police, fire, and emergency services), it 
can also be reduced through environmental design 
using crime prevention through environmental de-
sign (CPTED) principles. 

5.3 Plan for the mitigation and redevelopment of 
brownfields for productive uses. A brownfield is de-
fined by the federal government as any abandoned, 
idled, or underused real property where expansion 
or redevelopment is complicated by the presence or 
potential presence of environmental contamination. 
Redevelopment of these sites requires an environ-
mental assessment to determine the extent of con-
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tamination and to develop remediation strategies. 
The feasibility of site cleanup, market forces, and 
other factors may help define appropriate reuse op-
tions, which range from open space to mixed use de-
velopment. Reusing brownfield sites returns under-
utilized land to productive use and reduces pressure 
to develop greenfield sites.

5.4 Plan for physical activity and healthy lifestyles. A 
healthy lifestyle is characterized by individual prac-
tices and behavioral choices that enhance health and 
wellbeing. Barriers to the design of the physical envi-
ronment can influence rates of physical activity and 
health benefits. Active transportation facilities (e.g., 
sidewalks and bike lanes) and accessible, equitably 
distributed recreational opportunities support physi-
cal activity and healthy lifestyles.

5.5 Provide accessible parks, recreation facilities, gre-
enways, and open space near all neighborhoods. 
Parks are areas of land—often in a natural state or 
improved with facilities for rest and recreation—set 
aside for the public’s use and enjoyment. Greenways 
are strips of undeveloped land that provide corridors 
for environmental and recreational use and connect 
areas of open space. These facilities offer a range of 
benefits to residents, including opportunities for in-
creased physical activity. The proximity of parks to 
neighborhoods supports increased physical activity 
among residents; however, social and environmental 
impediments such as crime, unsafe pedestrian con-
ditions, and noxious land uses may decrease acces-
sibility and subsequent use of these facilities. Plans 
should ensure that the type of park and its function 
and design are appropriate for its locational context.

5.6 Plan for access to healthy, locally grown foods for 
all neighborhoods. A lack of access to fresh, healthy 
foods contributes to obesity and negative health 
outcomes. In many urban areas, residents face dif-
ficulties in buying affordable or good-quality fresh 
food, a situation commonly referred to as a “food 
desert.” Healthy foods include those that are fresh 
or minimally processed, naturally dense in nutri-
ents, and low in fat, sodium, and cholesterol. Locally 
grown goods are those produced in close proximity 
to consumers in terms of both geographic distance 
and the supply chain. Though there is no standard 
definition of locally grown, sources can range from 
backyards and community gardens to farms within 
the region or state. 

5.7 Plan for equitable access to health care providers, 
schools, public safety facilities, and arts and cul-
tural facilities. Equitable access ensures services and 
facilities are reachable by all persons, regardless of 
social or economic background. Healthcare provid-
ers are those individuals, institutions, or agencies that 
provide healthcare services to consumers. Schools are 
institutions that provide education or instruction. 
Public safety facilities provide safety and emergency 
services to a community, including police and fire 
protection. Arts and cultural facilities provide pro-
grams and activities related to the arts and culture, 
including performing arts centers, concert halls, mu-
seums, galleries, and other related facilities.

6. Responsible Regionalism. Ensure that all local proposals 
account for, connect with, and support the plans of adjacent 
jurisdictions and the surrounding region.
There are nine recommended best practices for Respon-
sible Regionalism, the sixth and final plan principle: 

6.1 Coordinate local land-use plans with regional 
transportation investments. A local land-use plan 
is an officially adopted long-range comprehensive or 
sub-area (i.e., a neighborhood, corridor, or district) 
plan describing or depicting desirable future uses of 
land within a jurisdiction. Regional transportation 
investments are any projects listed in a transportation 
improvement program intended to improve a trans-
portation network serving a multi-jurisdictional area, 
often included in metropolitan planning organization 
plans. These projects include investments in highways 
and streets, public transit, and pedestrian and bicy-
cle systems. Coordinating the two ensures that local 
land-use decisions take advantage of regional trans-
portation networks where possible to improve mobil-
ity and access for residents.

6.2 Coordinate local and regional housing plan goals. A 
regional housing plan is any officially adopted plan as-
sessing current housing conditions and describing or 
depicting desirable future housing conditions across 
a multijurisdictional area. If applicable, these plans 
include state-mandated regional “fair share” plans 
establishing target affordable housing unit allocations 
among constituent jurisdictions. Local communities 
should provide for affordable housing in a manner 
consistent with the needs and targets defined in re-
gional housing plans.
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6.3 Coordinate local open space plans with regional 
green infrastructure plans. A local open space plan 
is any officially adopted functional plan or compre-
hensive plan element describing or depicting desir-
able future locations or conditions for open space 
within a local jurisdiction. A regional green infra-
structure plan is any officially adopted functional 
plan or comprehensive plan element describing or 
depicting desirable future locations or conditions for 
parks, greenways, protected lands, and other types 
of green infrastructure within a multijurisdictional 
area. Coordinating local open space plans with re-
gional green infrastructure plans can maximize 
both the ecological and public benefits that green in-
frastructure provides and can help leverage invest-
ment in parks, greenways, trails, and other green 
infrastructure projects.

6.4 Delineate designated growth areas that are served 
by transit. A designated growth area is an area delin-
eated in an officially adopted local or regional com-
prehensive plan where higher density development is 
permitted or encouraged and urban services—includ-
ing public transportation (where feasible)—are (or are 
scheduled to be) available. The purpose of a designat-
ed growth area is to accommodate and focus project-
ed future growth (typically over a 20-year timeframe) 
within a municipality, county, or region through a 
compact, resource-efficient pattern of development. 
Ensuring that new growth areas are served by tran-
sit improves residents’ access and mobility and helps 
reduce dependence on personal automobiles for travel 
throughout the region.

6.5 Promote regional cooperation and sharing of re-
sources. Regional cooperation and sharing of re-
sources covers any situation where multiple juris-
dictions coordinate the provision of public services 
and facilities. This includes instances where separate 
jurisdictions share equipment or facilities, where ju-
risdictions consolidate service or facility provision, 
and where jurisdictions share a tax base. The latter is 
a revenue-sharing arrangement whereby local juris-
dictions share tax proceeds from new development 
for the purposes of alleviating economic disparities 
among constituent jurisdictions and/or financing 
region-serving infrastructure and facilities. Explor-
ing opportunities for regional cooperation may al-
low for improved efficiency and cost savings in local 
government operations. 

6.6 Enhance connections between local activity centers 
and regional destinations. A local activity center is 
a node containing a high concentration of employ-
ment and commerce. A regional destination is a loca-
tion that is responsible for a high proportion of trip 
ends within a regional transportation network, such 
as a job cluster, a major shopping or cultural center 
(e.g., large performance art venues and museums) 
or district, or a major park or recreational facility. 
A connection between a local activity center and 
a regional destination may be one or more surface 
streets, grade-separated highways, off-road trails, or 
transit corridors. Enhancing connections makes it 
easier to residents to move throughout the region to 
access employment opportunities, services, and rec-
reational amenities.

6.7 Coordinate local and regional population and eco-
nomic projections. A population projection is an 
estimate of the future population for a particular ju-
risdiction or multi-jurisdictional area. An economic 
projection is an estimate of future economic condi-
tions (e.g., employment by industry or sector, personal 
income, public revenue) for a particular jurisdiction 
or multijurisdictional area. Common time horizons 
for population and economic projections are 20 to 
30 years. Coordinating local and regional projections 
minimizes the risk of planning cross purposes as the 
result of inconsistent data.

6.8 Include regional development visions and plans 
in local planning scenarios. A regional develop-
ment vision or plan is a description or depiction 
of one or more potential future development pat-
terns across a multijurisdictional area, based on a 
set or sets of policy, demographic, and economic 
assumptions. A local planning scenario is a de-
scription or depiction of a potential future devel-
opment pattern for a jurisdiction, based on a set of 
policy, demographic, and economic assumptions. 
While many scenario planning efforts present pre-
ferred scenarios, the real value of such planning is 
to allow participants to consider alternative ways 
of realizing a collective vision, including different 
outcomes that may be likely given the difficulty 
of accurately predicting certain demographic and 
economic trends. Considering regional develop-
ment visions and plans may introduce new oppor-
tunities for local development or intergovernmen-
tal collaboration.
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6.9 Encourage consistency between local capital im-
provement programs and regional infrastructure 
priorities. A local capital improvement program is an 
officially adopted plan describing or depicting capital 
projects that will be funded within a local jurisdiction 
during a multiyear (usually five-year) time horizon. 
Regional infrastructure priorities and funding are 
the capital projects and monetary resources desig-
nated in officially adopted plans or investment poli-
cies that identify regional infrastructure facility needs 
throughout a multijurisdictional area. Coordinating 
the two helps ensure that local investments are in line 
with regional visions and mobility goals.

BEST PRACTICES FOR PLAN PROCESSES

7. Authentic Participation. Ensure that the planning process 
actively involves all segments of the community in analyz-
ing issues, generating visions, developing plans, and moni-
toring outcomes.
There are seven recommended best practices for Authentic  
Participation:

7.1 Engage stakeholders at all stages of the planning 
process. Engaging stakeholders throughout the plan-
ning process—from creating a community vision to 
defining goals, principles, objectives, and action steps, 
as well as in implementation and evaluation—is im-
portant to ensure that the plan accurately reflects 
community values and addresses community priority 
and needs. In addition, engagement builds public un-
derstanding and ownership of the adopted plan, lead-
ing to more effective implementation.

7.2 Seek diverse participation in the planning process. 
A robust comprehensive planning process engages a 
wide range of participants across generations, ethnic 
groups, and income ranges. Especially important is 
reaching out to groups that might not always have a 
voice in community governance, including represen-
tatives of disadvantaged and minority communities.

7.3 Promote leadership development in disadvan-
taged communities through the planning process. 
Leaders and respected members of disadvantaged 
communities can act as important contacts and li-
aisons for planners in order to engage and empower 
community members throughout the planning 
process. Participation in the process can encourage 

development of emerging leaders, especially from 
within communities that may not have participated 
in planning previously.

7.4 Develop alternative scenarios of the future. Scenario 
planning is a technique in which alternative visions of 
the future are developed based upon different policy 
frameworks and development patterns, allowing com-
munities to envision the consequences of “business as 
usual” as compared to changed development strate-
gies. Comparing scenarios helps to frame choices and 
inform community decision making during the plan-
ning process.

7.5 Provide ongoing and understandable information 
for all participants. Information available in mul-
tiple, easily accessible formats and languages is key 
to communicating with all constituents, including 
non-English speakers. Such communication may in-
volve translating professional terms into more com-
mon lay vocabulary.

7.6 Use a variety of communications channels to inform 
and involve the community. Communications chan-
nels that can be used throughout the planning process 
include traditional media, social media, and Internet-
based platforms. Different constituencies may prefer 
to engage through different channels.

7.7 Continue to engage the public after the compre-
hensive plan is adopted. Stakeholder engagement 
should not end with the adoption of the compre-
hensive plan. An effective planning process contin-
ues to engage stakeholders during the implement-
ing, updating, and amending of the plan, so that 
the public remains involved with ongoing proposals 
and decisions.

8. Accountable Implementation. Ensure that responsibilities 
for carrying out the plan are clearly stated, along with met-
rics for evaluating progress in achieving desired outcomes.
There are eight recommended best practices for Ac-
countable  Implementation:

8.1 Indicate specific actions for implementation. Ac-
countable implementation begins with identification 
of recommended policy, regulatory, investment, and 
programmatic actions that indicate the responsible 
agency, recommended timeframe, and possible sourc-
es of funding. These actions are often provided in a 
matrix or similar format in the implementation sec-
tion of the comprehensive plan.
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8.2 Connect plan implementation to the capital plan-
ning process. Capital improvement plans guide and 
prioritize investments in facilities and infrastructure. 
A comprehensive plan can be connected to the capital 
planning process by ensuring that comprehensive plan 
goals and recommended action strategies align with 
capital improvement plan priorities and programs.

8.3 Connect plan implementation to the annual bud-
geting process. Plan objectives linked to budget cat-
egories and the timeframe of the community’s an-
nual budgeting process facilitates decision making 
by elected and appointed officials concerning desired 
planning outcomes.

8.4 Establish interagency and organizational coopera-
tion. Coordinating the activities and schedules of in-
ternal departments and external agencies and orga-
nizations increases implementation effectiveness and 
can leverage resources for achieving local and regional 
planning goals. 

8.5 Identify funding sources for plan implementation. 
Coordinating public and private funding sources—
including federal, state, and foundation grant pro-
grams—facilitates implementation of priority plan 
items. A comprehensive plan that has consistent, 
clearly presented goals, objectives, and action priori-
ties, backed by demonstrated community support, 
puts the community in a strong position to secure 
external funding for implementation.

8.6 Establish implementation indicators, benchmarks, 
and targets. Indicators allow quantitative measure-
ment of achievement of social, environmental, and 
economic goals and objectives. Benchmarks are mea-
surements of existing conditions against which prog-
ress towards plan goals can be measured. Targets are 
aspirational levels of achievement for a specific goal or 
objective often tied to a specific timeframe. Establish-
ing these metrics allow for the monitoring of progress 
in plan implementation.

8.7 Regularly evaluate and report on implementation 
progress. A process for evaluating and reporting plan 
implementation status and progress to both the pub-
lic and elected officials following adoption ensures ac-
countability and keeps the community informed about 
plan implementation progress. Such evaluation is typi-
cally done on an annual basis. 

8.8 Adjust the plan as necessary based on evaluation. A 
process for adjusting plan goals, strategies, and priori-
ties over time as conditions change or targets are not 

met keeps the plan current and in line with present 
conditions. This process should be tied to evaluation 
of and reporting on implementation progress.

BEST PRACTICES FOR PLAN ATTRIBUTES

9. Consistent Content. Ensure that the plan contains a con-
sistent set of visions, goals, policies, objectives, and actions 
that are based on evidence about community conditions, 
major issues, and impacts.
There are eight recommended best practices for Consis-
tent Content:

9.1 Assess strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 
threats. A technique developed for strategic planning 
processes, a strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 
threats (SWOT) analysis allows for the identification 
of the major issues facing the community internally 
(strengths and weaknesses) and externally (opportu-
nities and threats). A SWOT analysis can inform com-
munity discussions and assessment of the impacts of 
forecasted changes, their planning implications, and 
appropriate responses.

9.2 Establish a fact base. Comprehensive planning should 
rest on a base of facts—an evidence-based description 
and analysis of current conditions and the best pos-
sible projection of future trends, such as land use, de-
velopment, environmental factors, the economy, and 
population changes.

9.3 Develop a vision of the future. A vision is a statement 
and image of the community’s desired future in terms 
of its physical, social, and economic conditions. Typi-
cally covering a 20-year timeframe, the vision sets the 
overall framework for the plan’s goals, objectives, and 
policies and informs stakeholders of what the plan 
seeks to achieve.

9.4 Set goals in support of the vision. Goals are  state-
ments of community aspirations for achieving the vi-
sion. They are implemented through public programs, 
investments, and initiatives.

9.5 Set objectives in support of the goals. Objectives 
are measurable targets to be met through community 
action in carrying out the goals.

9.6 Set polices to guide decision making. Policies are 
the specification of principles guiding public and pri-
vate actions to achieve the goals and objectives pre-
sented in the plan.
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9.7 Define actions to carry out the plan. The imple-
mentation section of the plan identifies  commit-
ments to carry out the plan, including actions, 
timeframes, responsibilities, funding sources, and 
provisions for plan monitoring and updating.

9.8 Use clear and compelling features to present 
the plan. Maps, tables, graphics, and summaries 
should be used in addition to text to convey the 
information, intent, and relationships in the plan. 
They are important in communicating the key fea-
tures of the plan and making the ideas contained 
therein interesting and engaging to residents.

10. Coordinated Characteristics. Ensure that the plan in-
cludes creative and innovative strategies and recommen-
dations and coordinates them internally with each other, 
vertically with federal and state requirements, and hori-
zontally with plans of adjacent jurisdictions.

  There are nine recommended best practices for Coor-
dinated  Characteristics:

10.1 Be comprehensive in the plan’s coverage. Compre-
hensive means covering a range of traditional plan-
ning topics (e.g., land use, transportation, housing, 
natural resources, economic development, commu-
nity facilities, natural hazards), as well as topics that 
address contemporary planning needs (e.g., public 
health, climate change, social equity, local food, green 
infrastructure, energy). It is important to address the 
interrelationships among these various topics.

10.2 Integrate the plan with other local plans and pro-
grams. An integrated plan includes recommenda-
tions from related functional plans and programs 
(e.g., hazard mitigation, climate adaptation, hous-
ing, transportation). It serves as the umbrella for 
coordinating recommendations from standalone 
plans into a systems perspective.

10.3 Be innovative in the plan’s approach. An inno-
vative plan contains creative strategies for dealing 
with community change, uncertainty, and develop-
ment needs. It is open to proposing new approaches 
and solutions to community problems.

10.4 Be persuasive in the plan’s communications. A 
persuasive plan communicates key principles and 
ideas in a readable and attractive manner in order 
to inspire, inform, and engage readers. It uses up-
to-date visual imagery to highlight and support its 
recommendations.

10.5 Be consistent across plan components. A consis-
tent plan frames proposals as sets of mutually re-
inforcing actions in a systems approach linking the 
plan with public programs and regulations.

10.6 Coordinate with the plans of other jurisdictions 
and levels of government. A coordinated plan inte-
grates horizontally with plans and forecasts of adja-
cent jurisdictions and vertically with federal, state, 
and regional plans.

10.7 Comply with applicable laws and mandates. A 
compliant plan  meets requirements of mandates 
and laws concerning preparing, adopting, and im-
plementing comprehensive plans.

10.8 Be transparent in the plan’s substance. A trans-
parent plan clearly articulates the rationale for all 
goals, objectives, policies, actions, and key plan 
maps. It explains the “what, how, and why” of each 
recommendation.

10.9 Use plan formats that go beyond paper. A plan 
that goes beyond paper is produced in a web-based 
format and/or other accessible, user-friendly for-
mats in addition to a standard printed document. 
Planning websites can be used both to engage and 
to inform citizens and different constituencies 
about the plan.



51www.planning.org AMERICAN PLANNING ASSOCIATION

SUSTAINING PLACES: BEST PRACTICES FOR COMPREHENSIVE PLANS
PA S 578,  A P P E N D I X C 

APPENDIX C: PLAN SCORING MATRIX

BEST PRACTICES FOR PLAN PRINCIPLES N/A 0 1 2 3 Source

1.  LIVABLE BUILT ENVIRONMENT—Ensure that all elements of the built environment, including land use, transportation, housing, energy, and  
  infrastructure, work together to provide sustainable, green places for living, working, and recreation, with a high quality of life.

1.1.  Plan for multimodal transportation.

1.2.  Plan for transit-oriented development.

1.3.  Coordinate regional transportation investments with job clusters.

1.4.  Provide complete streets serving multiple functions.

1.5.  Plan for mixed land-use patterns that are walkable and bikeable.

1.6.  Plan for infill development.

1.7.  Encourage design standards appropriate to the community context.

1.8.  Provide accessible public facilities and spaces.

1.9.  Conserve and reuse historic resources.

1.10.  Implement green building design and energy conservation.

1.11.  Discourage development in hazard zones.

TOTAL SCORE: 1. LIVABLE BUILT ENVIRONMENT

2.  HARMONY WITH NATURE—Ensure that the contributions of natural resources to human well-being are explictly recognized and  
  valued and that maintaining their health is a primary objective.

2.1.  Restore, connect, and protect natural habitats and sensitive lands. 

2.2.  Plan for the provision and protection of green infrastructure.

2.3.  Encourage development that respects natural topography.

2.4.  Enact policies to reduce carbon footprints.

2.5.  Comply with state and local air quality standards.

2.6.  Encourage climate change adaptation.

2.7.  Provide for renewable energy use.

2.8.  Provide for solid waste reduction.

2.9.  Encourage water conservation and plan for a lasting water supply.

2.10. Protect and manage streams, watersheds, and floodplains.

TOTAL SCORE: 2. HARMONY WITH NATURE

N/A = Not applicable; 0 = Not present; 1 = Low achievement; 2 = Medium Achievement; 3 = High Achievement;  Source (indicate where in the plan each best practice is discussed)
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APPENDIX C: PLAN SCORING MATRIX

BEST PRACTICES FOR PLAN PRINCIPLES N/A 0 1 2 3 Source

3.  RESILIENT ECONOMY—Ensure that the community is prepared to deal with both positive and negative changes in its economic health and to  
  initiate sustainable development and redevelopment strategies that foster green business growth and build reliance on local assets.

3.1.  Provide the physical capacity for economic growth. 

3.2.  Plan for a balanced land-use mix for fiscal sustainability.

3.3.  Plan for transportation access to employment centers.

3.4.  Promote green businesses and jobs.

3.5.  Encourage community-based economic development and revitalization.

3.6.  Provide and maintain infrastructure capacity in line with  
 growth or decline demands.

3.7.  Plan for post-disaster economic recovery.

TOTAL SCORE: 3. RESILIENT ECONOMY)

4.  INTERWOVEN EQUITY—Ensure fairness and equity in providing for the housing, services, health, safety, and livelihood needs of all citizens  
  and groups. 

4.1.  Provide a range of housing types.

4.2.  Plan for a jobs-housing balance. 

4.3.  Plan for the physical, environmental, and economic improvement of  
 at-risk, distressed, and disadvantaged neighborhoods.

4.4.  Plan for improved health and safety for at-risk populations.

4.5.  Provide accessible, quality public services, facilities, and health care to  
 minority and low-income populations.

4.6.  Upgrade infrastructure and facilities in older and substandard areas.

4.7.  Plan for workforce diversity and development. 

4.8.  Protect vulnerable populations from natural hazards.

4.9.  Promote environmental justice.

TOTAL SCORE: 4. INTERWOVEN EQUITY

N/A = Not applicable; 0 = Not present; 1 = Low achievement; 2 = Medium Achievement; 3 = High Achievement;  Source (indicate where in the plan each best practice is discussed)
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APPENDIX C: PLAN SCORING MATRIX

BEST PRACTICES FOR PLAN PRINCIPLES N/A 0 1 2 3 Source

5.  HEALTHY COMMUNITY—Ensure that public health needs are recognized and addressed through provisions for healthy foods,  
  physical activity, access to recreation, health care, environmental justice, and safe neighborhoods.

5.1.  Reduce exposure to toxins and pollutants in the natural and  
 built environments.

5.2.  Plan for increased public safety through the reduction of crime and injuries.

5.3.  Plan for the mitigation and redevelopment of brownfields  
 for productive uses.

5.4.  Plan for physical activity and healthy lifestyles.

5.5.  Provide accessible parks, recreation facilities, greenways, and open space  
 near all neighborhoods.

5.6.  Plan for access to healthy, locally grown foods for all neighborhoods.

5.7. Plan for equitable access to health care providers, schools, public  
 safety facilities, and arts and cultural facilities.

TOTAL SCORE: 5. HEALTHY COMMUNITY

6.  RESPONSIBLE REGIONALISM—Ensure that all local proposals account for, connect with, and support the plans of  
  adjacent jurisdictions and the surrounding region.

6.1.  Coordinate local land-use plans with regional transportation investments. 

6.2.  Coordinate local and regional housing plan goals.

6.3.  Coordinate local open space plans with with regional  
  green infrastructure plans.

6.4.  Delineate designated growth areas that are served by transit.

6.5.  Promote regional cooperation and sharing of resources.

6.6.  Enhance connections between local activity centers and  
  regional destinations.

6.7.  Coordinate local and regional population and economic projections.

6.8.  Include regional development visions and plans in  
  local planning scenarios.

6.9.  Encourage consistency between local capital improvement programs  
  and regional infrastructure priorities.

TOTAL SCORE: 6. RESPONSIBLE REGIONALISM

N/A = Not applicable; 0 = Not present; 1 = Low achievement; 2 = Medium Achievement; 3 = High Achievement;  Source (indicate where in the plan each best practice is discussed)
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APPENDIX C: PLAN SCORING MATRIX

BEST PRACTICES FOR PLAN PROCESSES N/A 0 1 2 3 Source

7. AUTHENTIC PARTICIPATION—Ensure that the planning process actively involves all segments of the community in analyzing issues,  
 generating visions, developing plans, and monitoring outcomes.

7.1.  Engage stakeholders at all stages of the planning process.

7.2.  Seek diverse participation in the planning process.

7.3.  Promote leadership development in disadvantaged communities  
 through the planning process.

7.4.  Develop alternative scenarios of the future.

7.5.  Provide ongoing and understandable information for all participants.

7.6.  Use a variety of communication channels to inform and  
 involve the community.

7.7.  Continue to engage the public after the comprehensive plan is adopted.

TOTAL SCORE: 7. AUTHENTIC PARTICIPATION

8. ACCOUNTABLE IMPLEMENTATION—Ensure that responsibilities for carrying out the plan are clearly stated, along with metrics for  
  evaluating progress in achieving desired outcomes.

8.1.  Indicate specific actions for implementation.

8.2.  Connect plan implementation to the capital planning process.

8.3.  Connect plan implementation to the annual budgeting process.

8.4.  Establish interagency and organizational cooperation.

8.5.  Identify funding sources for plan implementation.

8.6.  Establish implementation benchmarks, indicators, and targets.

8.7.  Regularly evaluate and report on implementation progress.

8.8.  Adjust the plan as necessary based on evaluation.

TOTAL SCORE: 8. ACCOUNTABLE IMPLEMENTATION

N/A = Not applicable; 0 = Not present; 1 = Low achievement; 2 = Medium Achievement; 3 = High Achievement;  Source (indicate where in the plan each best practice is discussed)
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APPENDIX C: PLAN SCORING MATRIX

BEST PRACTICES FOR PLAN ATTRIBUTES N/A 0 1 2 3 Source

9.  CONSISTENT CONTENT—Ensure that the plan contains a consistent set of vision, goals, policies, objectives, and actions that are  
  based on evidence about community conditions, major issues, and impacts.

9.1. Assess strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats.

9.2.  Establish a fact base.

9.3.  Develop a vision of the future.

9.4.  Set goals in support of the vision.

9.5.  Set objectives in support of the goals.

9.6. Set policies to guide decision making.

9.7.  Define actions to carry out the plan.

9.8.  Use clear and compelling features to present the plan.

TOTAL SCORE: 9. CONSISTENT CONTENT

10. COORDINATED CHARACTERISTICS—Ensure that the plan includes creative and innovative strategies and recommendations and  
  coordinates them internally with each other, vertically with federal and state requirements, and horizontally with plans of adjacent jurisdictions.

10.1. Be comprehensive in the plan’s coverage.

10.2. Integrate the plan with other local plans and programs.

10.3. Be innovative in the plan’s approach.

10.4. Be persuasive in the plan’s communications.

10.5. Be consistent across plan components.

10.6. Coordinate with the plans of other jurisdictions and levels of government.

10.7.  Comply with applicable laws and mandates.

10.8. Be transparent in the plan’s substance.

10.9. Use plan formats that go beyond paper.

TOTAL SCORE: 10. COORDINATED CHARACTERISTICS

N/A = Not applicable; 0 = Not present; 1 = Low achievement; 2 = Medium Achievement; 3 = High Achievement;  Source (indicate where in the plan each best practice is discussed)
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APPENDIX C: PLAN SCORING MATRIX

TOTAL SCORES         NOTES

PRINCIPLES

1. LIVABLE BUILT ENVIRONMENT

2. HARMONY WITH NATURE

3. RESILIENT ECONOMY

4. INTERWOVEN EQUITY

5. HEALTHY COMMUNITY

6. RESPONSIBLE REGIONALISM

I. TOTAL PRINCIPLES SCORE (ADD 1–6)

PROCESSES

7. AUTHENTIC PARTICIPATION

8. ACCOUNTABLE IMPLEMENTATION

II. TOTAL PROCESSES SCORE (ADD 7 AND 8)

ATTRIBUTES

9. CONSISTENT CONTENT

10. COORDINATED CHARACTERTISTICS

III. TOTAL ATTRIBUTES SCORE (ADD 9 AND 10)

TOTAL PLAN SCORE (ADD I, II, AND III)

TOTAL POINTS AVAILABLE

Count the number of applicable practices and  
multiply by 3. The maximum is 255 points (if all  
practices are applicable).

PLAN SCORE PERCENTAGE 
(Total Plan Score/Total Points Available)

Level of Achievement (based on Plan Score Percentage)

Designated: 70–79%

Silver: 80–89%

Gold: 90–100%
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APPENDIX D: HOW A COMPREHENSIVE PLAN  
DESIGNATION PROGRAM WOULD WORK

Both the Sustaining Places Task Force and the Plan Standards 
Working Group recommended that APA consider establish-
ing a national program to review and designate comprehensive 
plans that met the standards for sustaining places established 
through this initiative. They believed that such an APA-man-
aged program of recognizing high-quality plans would benefit 
communities, the planning profession, and the nation.

If APA were to move forward with a comprehensive plan 
designation program, participation would be entirely volun-
tary on the part of communities seeking validation that they 
are at the leading edge of practice in incorporating sustainabil-
ity into their plans. Communities would apply to APA, using a 
form similar to the draft application form contained in Appen-
dix E (likely converted to an online format), along with their 
plan and a self-scored matrix. The outside review would be car-
ried out by trained, two-person teams who would recommend 
plan designation levels: Designated (basic achievement), Silver 
(medium achievement), or Gold (advanced achievement), de-
pending on the degree to which plan standards are met.

APA would coordinate the review process: ensuring a 
pool of qualified reviewers, assigning plans for review, and 
maintaining a database of designated plan reviews. Costs of the 
procedure would be met by nominal application fees. A recur-
ring community implementation report might be required to 
maintain designation, if this is made a part of the procedure.

The external reviewers would evaluate the plan using the 
scoring matrix contained in this appendix, associated mate-
rials, and their professional judgment to arrive at consensus 
on the level of designation. They would submit a review nar-
rative explaining their scoring, along with an overall assess-
ment of the plan’s quality and an identification of outstand-
ing parts of the plan.

The basic assumption of the scoring procedure is that 
plans would be required to meet the basic intent of every prin-
ciple, process, and attribute to be designated; that is, designa-
tion is a guarantee of comprehensive planning for sustaining 
places. Normally, this would be demonstrated by inclusion of 

best practices, but the reviewers could also assess other ways 
in which the plan meets the basic intent. Bonus scores of up to 
15 points could be assigned to plans that, in the professional 
judgment of the reviewers, demonstrate a high degree of qual-
ity and innovation in principles, processes, or attributes. Such 
plans should represent new and creative plan making, meth-
ods, layout, implementation models, or other innovative fea-
tures. The final rating would be a combination of quantitative 
and qualitative assessments.

Designation levels would be based on degrees of plan 
achievement of applicable practices associated with the prin-
ciples, processes, and attributes, including any assigned bonus 
points. Designation scoring would be calculated by adding the 
total plan score assigned and dividing it by the total plan score 
possible (after subtracting Not Applicable practices). The levels 
would be:

• Designated (basic level): plan achieves 70 percent of ap-
plicable practices

• Silver (medium level): plan achieves 80 percent of appli-
cable practices

• Gold (advanced level): plan achieves 90 percent of appli-
cable practices

As stated, the designation program would be voluntary and 
would not preempt any requirements for comprehensive plans 
established under state or local statutes. To the contrary, best 
practice 10.7 under Attributes calls for the plan to comply with 
applicable mandates and laws concerning preparing, adopt-
ing, and implementing comprehensive plans.

RELATION TO INDEPENDENT SUSTAINABILITY  
CERTIFICATION PROGRAMS

Questions were raised during the development of the 
comprehensive plan standards as to the relationship be-
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tween an APA designation program and established sus-
tainability certification programs. There should be no du-
plication of other certification programs as they focus on 
different types of sustainability elements—ranging from 
buildings and neighborhoods to landscapes and com-
munities—but do not include specific standards for com-
prehensive plans. Essentially, the standards fill a gap left 
by the other programs by providing specific guidance for 
comprehensive planning.

Sustainability certification programs have increased in 
number over the years as interest in sustainability has grown. 
One of the longest established and best known is the U.S. 
Green Building Council’s Leadership in Energy & Environ-
mental Design (LEED) green building certification program. 
LEED for Neighborhood Development (LEED-ND) applies 
the rating and certification system at the neighborhood scale 
by integrating principles of new urbanism, green building, 
and smart growth.

The Sustainable Sites Initiative (SITES™) program is a 
collaboration between the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower 
Center at The University of Texas at Austin, the United 
States Botanic Garden, and the American Society of Land-
scape Architects. The SITES v2 Rating System evaluates 
landscapes at the project site scale for sustainability based 
on whether they “reduce water demand, filter and reduce 
stormwater runoff, provide wildlife habitat, reduce energy 
consumption, improve air quality, improve human health, 
and increase outdoor recreation opportunities” (Sustain-
able Sites Initiative 2014).

At the communitywide scale, the STAR Community 
Rating System from STAR Communities is a national 
framework and certification program for local sustainabil-
ity. It awards credits for sustainability best practices in the 
following categories, a number of which overlap with best 
practices defined in the comprehensive plan standards for 
sustaining places:

• Built Environment
• Climate and Energy
• Economy and Jobs
• Education, Arts, and Community
• Equity and Empowerment
• Health and Safety
• Natural Systems
• Innovation and Process

Comprehensive planning is identified as a best practice 
under Innovation and Process, with five points available.

Audubon International’s Sustainable Communities Pro-
gram helps communities increase sustainability (defined as 
a healthy local environment, quality of life for citizens, and 
economic vitality) through a process of establishing priori-
ties, developing a plan, and taking action in 15 focus areas. 
The definition of “community” includes planned communi-
ties, resorts, lake associations, college campuses, and others 
in addition to municipalities.

A number of state sustainability certification programs 
for municipalities have been established or are under de-
velopment. One of the best known is Sustainable Jersey, de-
scribed as a certification program for municipalities in New 
Jersey that want to go green, save money, and take steps to 
sustain their quality of life over the long term. Sustainable 
Jersey provides a “menu” of sustainable actions that munici-
palities choose from in order to achieve the certification. Ex-
amples of these actions include:

• Energy Efficiency
• Food
• Green Design
• Health and Wellness
• Land Use and Transportation
• Sustainability Planning

Similar to the STAR Community Rating System, many 
of the Sustainable Jersey actions overlap with best practices 
covered by the comprehensive plan standards. Comprehen-
sive planning is not specifically referenced by Sustainable Jer-
sey, though points can be awarded for developing a Sustain-
ability Plan (categories include Action Plans, Indicators and 
Targets, and Vision Statement and Goals). (See Appendix A 
for a list of sustainability certification programs.)

The Sustaining Places designation would differ from 
the above and other sustainability certification programs 
in that it focuses specifically on the content and prepara-
tion of the official comprehensive plan of a local govern-
ment. During development of the comprehensive plan 
standards, APA coordinated with representatives of STAR 
Communities, Sustainable Jersey, and other certification 
programs. They saw the comprehensive plan designation 
program as potentially being a valuable complement to 
their programs, and one that would fill an important niche 
in sustainability practice.

The Sustaining Places designation would be a form of 
branding. It would benefit communities by identifying their 
commitment to sustainable planning practices and demon-
strating the strength of their plans within a comparative na-
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tional evaluation system. It would signal to members of the 
development and financial industries that such communities 
are likely good places for investment. Finally, it would iden-
tify APA and the planning profession as leaders in sustain-
ability and as the go-to source for comprehensive plan best 
practices. While formal designation might not be appropriate 
for all communities, a program that reached a range of com-
munities of different types and scales in different regions of 
the country could have far-reaching impacts on raising the 
overall level of planning practice.
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Application Components (*required) Response Character Drop Down 
Question  Type Limit

 1.  Community Name*  Open-ended 100 n/a

 2. Applicant Name*  Open-ended 100 n/a

 3. Applicant Position and  Organization* Open-ended 100 n/a

 4. Applicant Contact (address, phone, email)* Open-ended 100 n/a

 5. Describe any unique community characteristics that are not  Open-ended 500 n/a 
mentioned in the plan but are important for this review.

6.1  Plan budget* Open-ended 100 n/a

6.2  Size of planning staff  Drop-down n/a 0–4 
involved in plan preparation*   4–8 
    8–12

     12+

6.3  Plan preparation timeline* Drop-down n/a Less than 1 year

    1–2 years

    2–4 years

    4+ years

6.4  Date of last comprehensive  Month/Day/Year 10 n/a 
plan update*  

6.5  Planning horizon* Open-ended 50 n/a

6.6  Consultant used* Drop-down n/a No

    Yes—minimally

    Yes —substantially

6.7  Top 3–5 community challenges Open-ended 500 n/a 
(e.g., economic development,  
affordable housing)*

6.8  Top 3–5 community priorities Open-ended 1,000 n/a  
(if distinct from challenges)

6.9  Describe the political and  Open-ended 1,000 n/a 
regulatory climate in your 
community*

6.10 Description of plan  Open-ended 1,000 n/a 
organization*

 7. Strengths and weaknesses of the plan* Open-ended 1,000 n/a

 8. Are certain practices minimally defined in the plan because  Drop-down n/a Yes  
they conflict with other practices? (example: community x is a    No 
fully built-out mountain community. The only opportuity for  
new development is in steep slope areas. The community  
cannot “Provide the physical capacity for economic growth”  
without jeopardizing the practice “Encourage development  
that respects natural topography.”)

 9. If yes, explain the conflict and how it is addressed in the plan. Open-ended 1,000

10. Are certain practices not applicable to your comprehensive Drop-down n/a Yes 
plan?*    No

APPENDIX E: PLAN DESIGNATION APPLICATION FORM

6. Plan 
Background
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 Response Character Drop Down 
Question Type Limit

11. If yes, list the practices and describe why they are not applicable. Open-ended 1,000 n/a 

12. Organizations and departments involved in the List n/a n/a 
planning process* (e.g., manager’s office, housing agency)

13. Explain how other organizations were involved in the planning Open-ended 1,000 n/a 
process.

14. Other plans/planning efforts referenced in the comprehensive List n/a n/a 
plan* (e.g., regional plan, climate plan, hazard mitigation plan)

15. Explain how you took into account, coordinated with, or Open-ended 1,000 n/a 
integrated other planning efforts with the comprehensive plan.

16. Describe your public engagement process (or indicate where Open-ended 3,000 n/a 
it is described in your comprehensive plan).

17. Self-scored matrix: Complete the review matrix. In the notes  
column, indicate where in the plan each principle/process/ Online form n/a n/a 
attribute is discussed.*

18. Any other information you would like the reviewers to know. Open-ended 1,000 n/a

Source: Pilot Communities Working Group

APPENDIX E: PLAN DESIGNATION APPLICATION FORM 
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