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Abstract 
Hundreds of land use plans are made every year, but they are rarely evaluated against 
best practice standards. Despite the centrality of land use plan making to the profession of 
city and regional planning, there is a gap in our knowledge about the quality of the plans 
produced. This paper discusses plan quality evaluation, a proven methodology for 
assessing the quality of plans. It reviews the evolution of the concept, the dimensions 
covered, and the principles and criteria used. It provides a comparative analysis of the 
findings from published plan quality evaluations, ranging from research studies in the 
United States to national planning policy applications in New Zealand, and offers 
recommendations about future directions in plan quality evaluation. 
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Evaluating Land Use Plan Quality 
 
Introduction 
Land use plans play a pivotal role in guiding and regulating urban development (Meck 
2002). In the U.S., land use elements are required in local comprehensive plans prepared 
in those states with smart growth laws and are typically relied upon across the country as 
the foundation of local development management decision-making. A 1994 survey of 
twelve growth managing states in the U.S. found 2742 local comprehensive plans had 
been prepared by cities and towns, counties, and regions in those states (Kaiser and 
Godschalk 1995). As Kaiser and Godschalk (1995, p. 365) say about land use plans: “Not 
only do such plans help decision makers to manage urban growth and change, they also 
provide a platform for the formation of community consensus about land use issues, now 
among the most controversial items on local government agendas.” 
 
Given their widespread usage and significance, it is surprising that plans are rarely 
evaluated against best practice standards. Despite the centrality of land use plan making 
to the profession of city and regional planning, there is a gap in our knowledge about the 
quality of the plans produced. This is partly due to the complexity and future-oriented 
nature of the plans, which bring together factors, issues, and aspirations from a number of 
sources to focus on a long-range outcome. The evaluation gap also is due to the 
uniqueness of individual plans, which are designed to suit the needs and objectives of 
particular localities, and to the range of legal foundations for land use planning, from 
constitutional issues to mandatory and permissive state statutes. Finally, the lack of 
evaluation may be due to the perception that plans are in large part works of art—designs 
that defy rational analysis. 
 
The gap in knowledge about plan quality is also due to the lack of systematic integration 
of results from prior studies that reveal patterns in the quality of plans.  The traditional 
literature review approach that emphasizes a narrative discussion often leads to several 
shortcomings: 1) selective inclusion of studies often based on the reviewers own 
impressionistic view of the quality of a study; 2) subjective weighting of studies in the 
interpretation of findings; and 3) misleading interpretation of study findings (Wolf 1986).  
The consequence is a failure to integrate results from existing studies that impedes 
progress-cumulating knowledge, and generates highly uncertain and inaccurate answers 
to guide planning practice.   
 
This paper discusses an emerging effort to design and apply a systematic approach for 
evaluating plan quality. We review the evolution of the plan quality concept, the 
dimensions covered in plan quality evaluation, and the principles and criteria used by 
plan quality evaluators. We provide a meta-analysis that permits systematic review and 
synthesis of published plan quality evaluations, and we offer recommendations about 
future directions in applications of plan quality evaluation. 
 
We argue that plan quality evaluation is not only necessary, but is also feasible and is 
quietly developing into a proven methodology. This systematic evaluation methodology 
has been applied in a number of cases, ranging from research studies in the United States 
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to national planning policy requirements in New Zealand. Many plan content areas have 
been evaluated, including natural hazard mitigation, growth management, coastal 
management, environmental protection, ecological systems, mandated state planning, 
sustainable development, plan implementation, and human rights. We conduct a meta-
analysis of a collection of analysis results from 15 individual published evaluations of 
plan quality for the purposes of integrating the evaluation criteria used, comparing 
findings, and drawing conclusions to guide practice and future research.  
 
We show how the plan quality evaluation concept has evolved, as it has progressed from 
basic to more advanced applications and has drawn on ideas from various disciplines. 
The approach involves analyzing the dimensions of plans, including their fact bases, 
goals, and policies, as well as their provisions for participation, coordination, and 
implementation. It applies evaluation principles and criteria, including both internal plan 
quality (issues and vision statement, fact base, goals and policy framework, plan 
proposals), and external plan quality (recognition of opportunities for use, creation of 
clear understanding, accounting for interdependent actions, and revealing participation of 
formal and informal actors and institutions).  
 
We discuss where plan quality evaluation may be headed in the future. We expect to see 
applications to related land policy domains, including equity, environmental quality, 
transportation, sustainability, and others. The future also should see important 
methodological advances, including simulation models, GIS scenarios, and statistical 
evaluation techniques. One possible future development is that some jurisdictions may 
begin to require that planners conduct both internal and external plan quality evaluations 
as part of the overall plan preparation and review processes. 
 
Why Assess Plan Quality? 
In a performance oriented society, people expect to be able to judge how well plans 
achieve their objectives and how well planning processes have been conducted. We can 
look back at the outcomes of historic plans, such as the famous Daniel Burnham 1909 
plan for Chicago that defined the City Beautiful Movement in the U.S. and proposed the 
city’s distinctive lakefront parks and roadways, the Magnificent Mile, and the Navy Pier 
(Smith 2006) or the Robert Moses plans that shaped the New York system of freeways, 
bridges, and parks (Caro 1974; Ballon and Jackson 2007)). With the advantage of 
decades of hindsight we can form opinions about how effective these plans were in 
achieving their objectives. We can also evaluate the planning processes that were carried 
out in these cases, both of which took place well before the participatory era of urban 
planning.1 
 
It is more difficult to evaluate the outcomes of contemporary plans, whose effects will be 
realized in a future time when conditions have changed and different standards of 
evaluation may have been formulated. However, we can evaluate the plans themselves 
according to contemporary standards of good practice. Such evaluations also enable us to 
judge the quality of plan-making, both to review the effectiveness of past processes and 
to guide future processes. Plan quality evaluation thus functions as a learning process 
that yields important planning lessons and guidelines.  
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If we do not evaluate our plans and planning processes, we miss a valuable opportunity to 
learn how to improve them. For example, evaluation of plans prepared under a statewide 
affordable housing mandate in Illinois showed that while most of the plans met the 
minimum legal requirements (procedural compliance), their content included widespread 
skepticism about the need for, and resistance to, the local actions necessary to implement 
this unfunded mandate (Hoch 2007).2 The author concludes that it may be difficult to 
meet the goals of the unpopular mandate without additional incentives to turn the paper 
goals into practice commitments. 
 
The essence of a profession, such as city and regional planning, is its capacity to set and 
enforce high standards of practice. Good practitioners learn from reflecting on their 
experience and on the quality of their work (Schon 1983); their reflection is assisted by 
professional norms of good practice. Over time, this professional learning shapes criteria 
for best practices in land use planning, as well as other areas of planning. Findings and 
lessons from best practices in plan quality evaluation, while not extensive, are available 
in the published literature.3  
 
Reaching the Full Power of Planning 
Land use plans serve a number of public purposes, including developing sustainable 
communities that balance social, environmental, and economic values (Berke, Godschalk, 
and Kaiser 2006). Besides their major purpose of guiding future land use into desirable 
configurations, land use plans assist communities in addressing opportunities and threats, 
and choosing among policy alternatives. In the process, they educate stakeholders about 
issues and options and help them to build consensus about community visions, mediating 
conflicts between stability and change. They become repositories of data and information 
and describe linkages among social, environmental, and economic conditions. Through 
their participatory processes, they educate future community leaders and create 
community networks for resilient responses to stresses, such as disasters. During their 
periodic updates, they offer opportunities to assess progress toward community goals, as 
well as changes in important conditions. 
 
Adopted plans have wide ranging power to influence environmental justice, quality of 
life, economic opportunity, disaster resistance, transportation efficiency, infrastructure 
costs, and many other important aspects of community life (see, for example, Berke, 
Godschalk, and Kaiser 2006; Bullard 2007; Burby and Dalton 1994; Burby et al. 1999, 
Knaap, Ding, and Hopkins 2001; Meck 2002). These powerful instruments allow and 
encourage democratic determination of visions and instruments for incorporating 
stakeholder values and goals into future urban and regional growth patterns. If they are to 
achieve their full potential, our plans should reflect the highest quality of thought and 
practice that we are capable of.  Only systematic evaluation enables us to identify their 
specific strengths and weaknesses, to judge whether their overall quality is good, and to 
provide a basis for ensuring that they reach a desirable standard. 
 
A Systematic Approach to Plan Quality Evaluation 
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Baer (1997) has comprehensively evaluated the plan evaluation literature, trying to 
answer the question of how you would know a good plan if you saw one. He tackles both 
modernist and post-modernist issues, reviews published criteria, and proposes a 
vocabulary for plan evaluation.4 He notes that the type of evaluation will depend upon the 
type of plan under consideration, which can include plans as visions, blueprints, land use 
guides, remedies to existing problems, responses to administrative requirements or 
mandates, process-oriented  activities (such as public participation), and pragmatic 
actions aimed at improving legal or statutory procedural frameworks.   
 
Baer (1997) suggests a set of general criteria for plan assessment, to be used during plan-
making. His framework, drawn from the literature, is organized around the following 
categories: 

• Adequacy of content (political context, administrative authority, role of preparer, 
background information, client, purpose, funding, etc.) 

• “Rational Model” considerations (assessment criteria, problem identification, 
goals and objectives, tone, coordination with other agencies, regional context, 
alternatives considered, etc.) 

• Procedural validity (groups involved in plan formulation, data and models used, 
transformation of technical matters into policy, public comment, etc.) 

• Adequacy of scope (consideration of relevant issues, efficiency and equity issues, 
const-benefit distribution, financial/fiscal implications, legal implications, 
political feasibility, etc.) 

• Guidance for implementation (appropriate provisions, priorities, costs, time span, 
scheduling and coordination, impact analysis, responsible agency, etc.) 

• Approach, data, and methodology (technical bases, wide data spectrum, flexibility 
in adding data, data and methodology sources cited, etc.) 

• Quality of communication (client/public identified, convincing presentation, 
rationales for decisions given, proposals consistent with objectives, etc.0 

• Plan format (size and format conducive to use, date of publication, authors listed, 
table of contents, graphic, etc.) 

 
Other studies have employed additional criteria for plan evaluation. Kaiser, Godschalk, 
and Chapin (1995) and Kaiser and Davies (1999) focus on the conceptual dimensions of 
plans themselves that define their quality, including their goals, policies, and fact bases. 
Hopkins (2001) suggests including the external validity of plans, addressing their 
relevance in fitting the needs of local situations. Talen (1996) proposes methods for 
evaluating the implementation success of plans. 
 
Land use plan have particular characteristics that distinguish them from verbal policy 
plans or one-of-a-kind plans responding to state or federal mandates. First, they are 
inherently spatial plans, dealing with the patterns and distributions of activities in space 
and place. Thus they must rely on maps and drawings that delineate spatial relationships 
among activities, facilities, and structures occupying particular locations on the land, as 
in Greenprints, Habitat Conservation Plans, hazard mitigation plans, and transportation 
plans. Second, they are the basis for regulatory actions, such as zoning or subdivision 
approval. Thus, they must rely upon legal and constitutional authorities to regulate land 
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use in a defensible fashion. Third, they require democratic participation in their 
construction and approval processes. Thus, they must be open to widespread community 
involvement. Fourth, they are goal-oriented, aimed at achieving a future land use pattern 
based on community values, needs, and desires. Thus, they must include a vision of the 
desired future. Fifth, they are premised on implementation, in the expectation that they 
will influence land use decisions by both public and private sector actors. Thus, they must 
include programs for guiding actions and investments in supporting infrastructure. 
Finally, they are comprehensive, in the sense that their outcomes depend upon a wide 
variety of actions by many players, rather than a single governmental body. Thus, they 
must be clear, understandable, and convincing to many audiences. 
 
For land use plans, we propose a refined approach to plan quality evaluation that 
recognizes their essential nature (Berke, Godschalk, and Kaiser 2006, pp. 69-82). In our 
view, a “high-quality plan provides a clear and convincing picture of the future, which 
strengthens the plan’s influence in the land planning arena (p. 69).”  We believe that two 
important conceptual dimensions should be included in plan quality evaluation: 1) 
internal plan quality, including, for example, the content and format of key components 
(issues and vision statement, fact base, goal and policy framework, plan proposals), and 
2) external plan quality, including, for example, the relevance of the scope and coverage 
of the plan in involving stakeholders and fitting the local situation.5 
 
Application of Meta-analysis to Determine Values for Land Use Plan Quality 
 
While there are a few summaries of findings from plan quality evaluations (Baer 1997 
and Godschalk, Kaiser and Berke 1998), none have employed the formal tools of meta-
analysis (Wolf 1986, and see Kalkhoff and Thye 2006 for an exemplar study).  Meta-
analysis is a procedure that allows researchers to systematically analyze previous 
individual analyses to determine the consistency of empirical findings within a given 
research program.  It offers an alternative to the traditional narrative discussions of 
research studies.  The procedure consists of two main components: selection of studies 
and computation of land use plan quality values. 
 
Selection of Studies 
 
We used EBSCOhost (2006) data bases on Academic Search Premier and Government 
Collections, and the peer reviewed journals indexed in the bibliographic listings of the 
Journal of Planning Literature between 1995 and 2007 to identify prospective studies for 
our meta-analysis.  We then applied four inclusion criteria in our listing to produce the 
studies used in our analysis.  Specifically, we included studies that 1) presented the mean 
or proportional score of any findings in plan quality; 2) reported the number of plans that 
were evaluated; 3) only included studies published in peer-reviewed journals and books, 
and 4) selected one publication when multiple publications were based on the same plan 
quality data set.  Application of these criteria to our list of prospective studies resulted in 
a final set of 15 plan evaluation studies that we use to examine plan quality. 
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Table 1 shows findings from our 15 selected studies that indicate the range of plan 
quality characteristics and examples of specific criteria grouped under each characteristic.  
As noted, we categorized the characteristics under the internal and external conceptual 
dimensions of plan quality (Berke, Godschalk, and Kaiser 2006. pp. 69-82).  We 
identified seven internal characteristics: issue identification and vision, fact base, goals, 
policies, internal consistency, implementation, and monitoring and evaluation, and three 
external characteristics: organization and presentation, inter-organizational coordination, 
and compliance. 
 

Table 1 here 
 
The characteristics and associated criteria are designed to guide an evaluation of existing 
plans, and the preparation of a new plan or update of an existing one.  Practitioners can 
use them as a checklist of possible considerations during plan preparation, and to 
stimulate plan authors (planners and the public) to devise variations that are pertinent to 
local contexts and have continuity among diverse viewpoints (Hoch 2002).  Researchers 
can use them for empirical studies that use multi-variate statistical models to determine 
the causes of plan quality (e.g., state planning mandates, local commitment and capacity), 
and effects of plan quality on various outcomes (e/.g., traffic congestion, community 
vulnerability to hazards, affordable housing).   
 
Table 2 indicates that the selected studies cover a range of topics, research designs, 
settings and samples.  Natural hazard mitigation within land use plans is the most 
frequent topic (7 of the 15 studies), with the remaining studies covering a diversity of 
topics, including smart growth, sustainable development, watershed protection, housing 
affordability, landscape ecosystems, coastal resources, and human rights of indigenous 
people.  The plan evaluation method has been applied to groups of plans in domestic and 
international settings, with 11 studies based solely in the U.S., three studies in New 
Zealand, one in Holland, and one that included New Zealand and U.S. plans (Berke et al. 
1997). 
 

Table 2 here 
 
Three types of research designs have been employed.6  Cross sectional samples of plans 
were used by two-thirds of the studies (10 out of 15).  These studies yield results of 
scores for various plan quality indexes for a national sample of state mitigation plans in 
the U.S., a national sample of regional plans in Holland, and state-level samples of local 
plans in Florida, California, Illinois, and North Carolina, and New Zealand. 
 
A criticism of the cross sectional approach is that researchers have no control of selecting 
key factors (i.e., independent variables) that may affect plan quality scores.  Some studies 
have introduced a comparative research design where investigators selected a group of 
plans where a key factor is present and then selected another group of plans where the 
factor is not present or is altered in some way.  Burby and May (1997) employed such an 
approach in a comparative study of 90 local plans in three states with mandates and 90 
local plans in three states without mandates.  Berke and Manta-Conroy (2000) compared 
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a sample of plans that integrated the concept of sustainable development with a sample 
that did not integrate this concept.  Finally, Berke et al. (1999) compared two samples of 
plans based on two types of planning initiatives (i.e., whether plan authors were at the 
regional or local level). 
 
The main shortcoming of the comparative approach is that only differences between the 
groups subject to an intervention (e.g., state mandated local plans) compared to the 
control group (e.g., non-mandated local plans) are taken as evidence of the impact.  
However, there may be considerable differences between each group at the start of the 
intervention, and the change resulting from the intervention may not be accurately 
detected given differences at the outset.  A superior research design was employed by 
Brody (2003) that combines the comparative and time series approaches.  Here a more 
accurate distinction can be estimated by considering both pre- and post-intervention 
information in both targeted and control groups of plans.  Brody compared differences in 
the absolute change between one group of plans before and after a state mandate 
intervention with the absolute change in a control group during the same time period.   
 
Computation of Empirical Values for Land Use Plan Quality 
 
Plan quality evaluation methodology is based on content analysis of plan documents. 
Plans should be read by two readers to minimize bias, and then coded to reflect the 
degree to which quality is attained. Plan content is coded in terms of a basic binary scale 
(1 indicates an item is present; and 0 indicates not present), or an ordinal scale (e.g., 2 if 
the quality is fully realized in the plan, 1 if the quality is present but not fully realized, 
and 0 if the quality is not present). Then the numerical scores for each characteristic are 
summed. Thus a characteristic, such as a goal and policy framework, with four itemized 
criteria would have a maximum score of 8.  The total score for a plan would be the sum 
of scores for all characteristics.  In some studies these scores are reported as 
proportionate scores in which the scores generated by content analysis are divided by the 
total possible score which range from a low of 0 to a high of 1. 
 
However, it is not possible to directly use values from each study because of study 
differences in how the characteristics are measured (e.g., scales and number of items for 
each criterion vary) and how plan quality scores were computed.  This requires that the 
statistics of interest (e.g., means and standard deviations) be transformed into 
standardized scores to make scores comparable across plan quality characteristics.  In 
studies that reported standardized proportionate scores we could directly use the findings 
(e.g., Berke et al, 1996, Brody 2003).7  In other studies, we transformed scores by plan 
quality characteristic by first identifying the maximum possible score of characteristics 
for each study and then dividing the reported score of each characteristic by the total 
maximum score to determine a proportionate score (e.g., Burby and May 1997, Nelson 
and French 2002).   
 
Mean scores for plan quality characteristics from our meta-analytic transformations were 
computed for each internal dimension and external dimension characteristic.  The overall 
means of characteristics across studies were weighted based on sample size used in each 
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study (see table 1 for sample sizes).  The main methodological limitation is the small 
number of scores for several of the characteristics.  Hence, statistical significance tests 
for mean values to compare overall scores across plan quality characteristics are not 
particularly useful.  Thus, our interpretation of findings is based on overall patterns rather 
than on statistical results.  These data limitations reveal the exploratory orientation of the 
comparisons that follow. 
 
Findings 
 
Mean scores for plan quality characteristics and overall weighted means (with standard 
deviations) are presented in table 3 for internal dimension characteristics.  Several 
findings emerge from the analysis of the internal dimension of plan quality.  First, 
internal consistency received the highest overall mean score (.63) among all internal 
characteristics.  Plan authors are clearly and reliably linking issues, goals, policies, 
implementation actions, and monitoring indicators.  Second, the fact base, goals, and 
policy characteristics of plans scored lowest among all characteristics under the internal 
dimension (facts = .23, goals = .28, and policy = .25).  This finding is troublesome since 
these characteristics serve the critical direction setting function of plans.  Goals identify 
what the community wants to become, policies guide decisions to achieve the desired 
future spatial form, transportation system, and open space networks, and facts provide the 
data bases to ensure decision making in setting goals and policies are well-informed. 
 

Table 3 here 
 
Settings did make a difference. In contrast to the overall pattern of findings on facts, 
goals and policies, Norton’s (2005) study of 40 local coastal plans in North Carolina 
found that these characteristics were strong (facts = .65, goals = .62, and policies = .69).  
Coastal communities must produce high quality plans to contend with the dual pressures 
of guiding intense economic growth while protecting fragile natural ecological 
ecosystems to produce high quality plans.  Also, North Carolina coastal plans are 
mandated by the state.  Compared to non-mandated plans, mandated plans produce higher  
quality (Burby and May 1997).  Similarly, Termorshuizen, Opdam, and van den Brink’s 
(2007) study of 38 landscape ecological plans in Holland scored highest (.87) for the 
policy characteristic among all studies.  The Dutch pay careful attention to landscape 
ecological sustainability and mandate landscape-scale planning, in response to the 
country’s limited land resource base, and pressure to accommodate growth and outward 
urban expansion.  Other studies focused on problems like natural hazard mitigation (e.g., 
Burby and May 1997), ecosystem management (e.g., Brody et al 2003), affordable 
housing (e.g., Hoch 2007), and redress of treaty violations against land rights of 
indigenous people (e.g., Berke et al. 2002) found that these issues are typically low on 
local agendas.  Relative to the North Carolina coast and Dutch studies, plan authors face 
less pressure and support in these settings to give attention in plans. 
 
A third finding on the internal dimension of plans is that the overall mean scores are 
moderate for identification of issues (.48), implementation (.44), and monitoring and 
evaluation (.38).  If issues are not clearly articulated in plans than the remaining plan 
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elements are less likely to address the needs of the community.  If plans score high on all 
elements except implementation, and monitoring and evaluation, then plans may become 
paper documents that are not carried out, assessed and improved.  Findings from two 
studies shed light on how plan quality could be improved.  Berke et al.’s (1999) 
examination of 16 regional plans in New Zealand had a high score in issue identification 
(.61) because regional government planners initiated public engagement process in the 
early stages of plan preparation and were thus in a stronger position to identify issues.  
Consistent with the reasons for high fact, goal, and policy scores received by North 
Carolina coastal plans (Norton 2005), scores for implementation (.67), and monitoring 
and evaluation (.58) for these plans are high.  
 
Table 4  shows the results of the analyses of the external dimension characteristics. 
Several findings emerge from studies of the external dimension of plan quality.   First, 
the compliance characteristic received the highest overall mean score (.63) among the 
three external characteristics.  While this finding reveals that planners and their 
communities are writing plans that comply with the “letter-of-the-law,” the remaining 
plan quality characteristics must also be strong to achieve and go beyond the minimum 
thresholds of planning mandates.  Plans received a moderate overall mean score for 
organizational presentation coordination (.46).  Notably, the Termorshuizen, Opdam, and 
van den Brink’s (2007) study of Dutch plans scored high (.74) in coordination.  This was 
due to Dutch law that requires strong vertical consistency for coordination among 
national, regional, and local government plans, and horizontal consistency requirements 
among local governments at the regional landscape scale.  Finally, organizational and 
presentation score was moderate (.44).  Because these scores were derived from only one 
study of regional and local plans in New Zealand (Berke et al. 1999), we are not able to 
derive insights about how this characteristic can be improved (or degraded) based on 
comparisons with other studies. 
 

Table 4 here 
 
Conclusions and Recommendations 
Plan quality evaluation is emerging as a valuable tool for systematic analysis of the 
goodness of plans. The methodology offers an objective and straightforward tool for 
studying plan quality and guiding plan preparation. It has been applied by university 
researchers in a variety of settings in the U.S. and abroad to a number of plan 
components, including those dealing with natural hazards, sustainable development, 
human rights, ecosystems, watersheds, coastal area management, and housing 
affordability. 
 
A meta-analysis of 15 published plan quality evaluations reveals patterns of plan strength 
and weakness. While these qualities tended to vary with the plan element topic and 
setting, we found some clear patterns. In terms of internal plan dimensions, consistency 
scored the highest, while fact base scored lowest. It is heartening to learn that plan 
authors are preparing consistent documents, given the complexity of linking issues, goals, 
policies, implementation actions, and monitoring indicators within the plans. However, it 
is disappointing to learn that the planners are not providing stronger fact bases some since 
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these data undergird the proposals of the plans. Evaluation of plan goals and policies also 
showed weaknesses. External dimension of plan quality tended to fare better. 
Compliance characteristic received the highest overall mean score among the three 
external characteristics.  Coordination and organization and presentation received 
moderate overall scores.  
 
Where is plan quality evaluation likely to head in the future? We expect to see a 
broadening scope of applications related to land policy, including equity, environmental 
quality, transportation, sustainability, smart growth, and others. The capacity of plan 
quality evaluation to highlight plan strengths and weaknesses should prove especially 
valuable in the analysis of the impacts of controversial or innovative land use policies in 
a variety of fields. 
 
We also expect to see important methodological advances in the future, as the plan 
quality approach is refined and linked to simulation models, GIS scenarios, and various 
goal-oriented techniques. The quantitative evaluation of plan quality relative to proposed 
visions, goals, and policies could open a new field of land use research. 
 
It is also possible that some jurisdictions may begin to require that planners conduct both 
internal and external plan quality evaluations as part of the overall plan preparation and 
review processes. For example, states with smart growth requirements may come to see 
that the standard checklist approach to plan compliance with state guidelines is 
inadequate to address the full intent of smart growth standards. These states may ask not 
just about the presence of a policy in a plan but also whether the policy is well integrated 
with the goals, facts, and issues of expressed in the plan. 
 
The bottom line is that we believe that plan quality evaluation is likely to be increasingly 
prominent in both research and practice. The approach can provide invaluable insights 
into plan performance and can open new vistas for understanding how to prepare better 
plans. Such a powerful tool deserves widespread usage. 
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Table 1: Characteristics of Plan Quality that Serve as Evaluation Criteria  
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Internal Characteristics 
1. Issue identification and vision: description of community needs, assets, trends and future vision. 

1.1 Assessment of major issues, trends, and impacts of forecasted change. 
1.2 Description of major opportunities for and threats to desirable land use and development. 
1.3 A vision that identifies what the community wants to be. 

 
2. Fact base: analysis of current and future conditions, and explanation of reasoning. 

2.1 Present and future population and economy. 
2.2 Existing land use and land supply, and future land demands for various uses (e.g., housing, 

commercial, industrial, public facilities). 
2.3 Existing capacity and future demand for public infrastructure. 
2.4 State of natural environment resources and constraints. 
2.5 Clear maps and tables that support reasoning, and enhance relevance and comprehensibility. 

 
3. Goals: reflections of public values that express desired future land use and development pattern. 

3.1 Statements of future desired conditions that reflect breadth of community values. 
 
4. Policies: specification of principles to guide public and private land use decisions to achieve goals. 

4.1 Sufficiently specific (not vague) to be tied to definite actions. 
4.2 Spatial designs that specify future land use, infrastructure, transportation, and open space networks 

that are sized to accommodate future growth. 
 
5. Internal consistency: issues, vision, goals, policies, and implementation are mutually reinforcing. 

5.1 Goals must be comprehensive to accommodate issues and vision. 
5.2 Policies must be clearly linked back to goals and forward to implementation actions. 
5.3 Monitoring should include indicators to gauge goal achievement and effectiveness of policies. 

 
6. Implementation: commitments to carry out policy driven actions. 

6.1 Timelines for actions. 
6.2 Organizations identified that are responsible for actions. 
6.3 Sources of funding are identified to supporting actions. 

 
7. Monitoring and evaluation: provisions for tracking change in community conditions. 

7.1 Goals are based on measurable objectives, e.g., 40% of residents within ¼ mile of transit stop. 
7.2 Indicators of objectives to assess progress, e.g., annual % of residents within ¼ mile of transit stop 
7.3 Organizations identified responsible for monitoring. 
7.4 Timetable for updating plan based on monitoring of changing conditions. 

 
External Characteristics 
8. Organization and presentation: provisions to enhance understandability for a wide range of readers. 

8.1 Table of contents, glossary of terms, executive summary. 
8.2 Cross referencing of issues, vision, goals, and policies. 
8.3 Clear visuals, e.g., maps, charts, and pictures, and diagrams 
8.4 Supporting documents, e.g., video, CD, Web-Page. 

 
9. Inter-organizational coordination: integration with other plans/policies of public and private parties. 

9.1 Vertical coordination with plans/policies of federal, state, and regional parties. 
9.2 Horizontal coordination with plans/policies of other local parties within/outside local jurisdiction. 

 
10. Compliance: consistent with the purpose plan mandates. 

10.1  Required elements are included in plan.  
10.2  Required elements fit together. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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Table 2: Summary of Plan Quality Studies 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Investigators               Topic       Design*   Setting        Sample 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
1. Burby & May 1997      Hazards         COM          USA         90 mandated local plans 
                                                                                                    90 non-mandate local plans 
 
2. Berke et al. 1997          Hazards          COM         NZ           16 regional plans 
                                                                                  USA           7 FL regional plans 
 
3. Deyle & Smith 1998    Hazards          CS             USA         18 FL local plans 
 
4. Berke et al. 1999          Hazards          COM         NZ           34 local plans 
                                                                                                   16 regional plans 
 
5. Godschalk et al. 1999   Hazards          CS            USA         44 state plans 
 
6. Berke & Manta-           Sustainable     COM        USA         10 sus dev local plans 
    Conroy 2000                development                                     20 non-sus dev local plans 
 
7. Berke et al. 2002          Human rights  CS            NZ            34 local plans 
 
8. Nelson & French          Hazards           CS           USA          19 CA local plans 
    2002 
 
9. Brody 2003a                Hazards            TS/**      USA          30 FL local plans 
                                                                  COM                         29 WA local plans 
 
10. Brody 2003b             Ecosystems      CS            USA          30 FL local plans 
 
11. Brody et al. 2004      Watersheds      CS            USA          35 FL local plans 
 
12. Norton 2005              Coastal             CS             USA        40 NC local plans 
 
13. Brody et al. 2006      Smart growth    CS            USA         46 FL local plans 
 
14. Termorshuizen          Ecosystems      CS             Holland    38 regional plans 
      et al. 2007 
 
15. Hoch 2007                Housing            CS              USA       36 IL local plans 
                                       affordability 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
* CS = cross sectional; COM = comparative; TS = time series. 
** Time series: 1991 and 1999 plan quality data were collected for the Florida and  
     Washington samples of plans.                         
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Table 3: Summary of Findings for Internal Characteristics of Plan Quality 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Investigators                      Issue     Fact   Goal   Policy   Internal        Implement   Monitor & 
                                                        base                          consistency                       evaluate 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
1. Burby & May 1997 
      mandate plans                            .26       .34      .13 
      non-mandate plans                     .05      .09      .03 
 
2. Berke et al. 1997     
      NZ                                             .13      .68       .11            
      FL                                              .45      .53       .23 
       
3. Deyle & Smith 1998* 
 
4. Berke et al. 1999 
     local plans                      .47      .06                               .66                                  .39 
     regional plans                 .61      .12                               .62                                  .21 
 
5. Godschalk et al. 1999                .24       .33       .24                             .24             .24 
 
6. Berke & Manta-           
    Conroy 2000                
     sustainable dev                                                 .32 
     non-sustainable dev                                          .36 
 
7. Berke et al. 2002            .44      .15                               .60 
 
8. Nelson & French                       .21       .18 
    2002 
 
9. Brody 2003    
     t1 = 1991                                   .09       .10        .05 
     t2 = 1999                                   .12       .13        .12        
 
10. Brody et al. 2003                     .22       .37        .44                           .58 
 
11. Brody et al. 2004                     .25       .36        .42                           .30 
 
12. Norton 2005                            .65        .62       .69       .62               .67            .58 
 
13. Brody et al. 2006                                             .12 
 
14. Termorshuizen                        .30       .16        .87 
      et al. 2007 
 
15. Hoch 2007                               .47                   .14 
 
Overall Means*                   .48     .23       .28       .25         .63              .44            .38 
(Standard Deviation)          (.06)  (.16)    (.17)    (.24)       (.02)           (.19)         (.15) 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
*Overall means are weighted based on sample size of each study.
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Table 4: Summary of Findings for External Characteristics of Plan Quality 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Investigators                            Organization          Coordination        Compliance 
                                                & Presentation 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
1. Burby & May 1997 
 
2. Berke et al. 1997     
 
3. Deyle & Smith 1998*                                                                             .44 
 
4. Berke et al. 1999 
     local plans                                .48                         .43                          .35 
     regional plans                           .37                         .46                          .65 
 
5. Godschalk et al. 1999                                             .23 
 
6. Berke & Manta-           
    Conroy 2000                
 
7. Berke et al. 2002                                                                                    .70 
 
8. Nelson & French 
    2002 
 
9. Brody 2003    
 
10. Brody et al. 2003                                                  .51 
 
11. Brody et al. 2004                                                  .43 
 
12. Norton 2005 
 
13. Brody et al. 2006 
 
14. Termorshuizen                                                    .74 
      et al. 2007 
 
15. Hoch 2007                                                                                            .91 
 
Overall Means*                            .44                       .46                            .63 
(Standard Deviation)                   (.05)                    (.17)                         (.21)  
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
* Overall means are weighted based on sample size of each study. 
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End Notes 
                                                 
1 Both plans would be classified as elitist by today’s standards. The client for the Chicago 
Plan was the Commercial Club of Chicago, although generations of school children in the 
city studied the plan in a manual prepared in 1911 by Walter D. Moody. Moses used the 
power he accumulated through setting up independent commissions to push through his 
freeways and large construction projects, although the beneficiaries were often lower 
income families who gained access to new housing and recreation facilities.. 
2 Hoch (2007) read the 36 written plans, evaluating them for compliance, consistency, 
relevance, and commitment. He also surveyed local officials concerning their attitudes 
toward the mandate. 
3 See for example, the criteria listed in Berke, Godschalk, and Kaiser (2006, pp. 69-74); 
the Florida Department of Community Affairs checklist for preparing a comprehensive 
plan update (http://www.dca.state.fl.us/fdcp/DCP/EAR/1Introduction.pdf); or the  
Community Land Use Evaluation for Natural Hazards (CLUE) criteria established by the 
Institute for Business and Home Safety 
(http://www.ibhs.org/publications/downloads/543.pdf).  
4 Baer (1997) notes the difficulty of formulating post-modern criteria, given their 
objections to rationality, clarity, consistency, and instrumentality. He comes down on the 
side of an informed and cautious modernist approach that does not become too enamored 
with techniques and expertise. In order to clarify the unsystematic vocabulary of the field, 
he recommends that plan “critique” be used to refer to an outside review after the plan is 
published, that plan “assessment” be used to label the testing of alternatives during the 
plan-making process, that “comparative research” be used to describe the post-adoption 
(but pre-evaluation) analysis of plans, and that “post-hoc plan outcomes” be the title of 
work that empirically evaluates plan implementation over time. 
5 An illustrative application of the internal and external dimensions of the plan quality 
evaluation framework was conducted for the 2000 Denver Comprehensive Plan and the 
2002 Blueprint Denver: Land Use and  Transportation Plan (see Godschalk 2004; and 
Berke, Godschalk, and Kaiser 2006: pp. 74-76). 
6 While contextual quasi-controls (e.g., population size and growth rates, and income 
levels of local communities) are potentially important factors that effect plan quality, we 
only focus on the strengths and weaknesses of the three research designs shown on table 
2 in determining plan quality scores.  A discussion of the implications of combining a 
quasi-experimental design with each of the three designs would be too long and not 
consistent with our main goal aimed at findings on plan quality.   
7 Proportionate scores were calculated but the scales varied across studies; for example 
Brody (2003) used a 0 to 10 scale, and Berke et al (1996) used 0 to 100 scale.  The scores 
from these studies were standardized to a 0 to 1 scale.  In studies that reported the percent 
of plans that included a particular item -- for example Temorshuizan, Opden and van den 
Brink (2007) reported the percent of plans that included clear delineation of natural areas 
-- the percent is simply converted as a proportionate score on a 0 to 1 scale. 
 
 
 


