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Section I. Literature Review: Citizen Participation and the 
Origins of Visioning

Introduction

Unlike the grand vision that Daniel Burnham had for Chicago in early part of the 

century, today’s planners are seeking to develop plans based on community vision. 

Burnham’s plan had to be sold to the citizenry of Chicago. The planning profession and 

the expectations of the average citizen have changed since Burnham’s day. Planners 

currently often fulfill the role of a broker, resolving conflicts and building community 

consensus as a part of the planning process (Klein 1994). Citizens, on the other hand, 

expect to participate, or at least be offered the opportunity to participate, in planning 

decisions as a matter of right.

Visioning has become a popular process for defining a community vision before a 

plan is drafted. This report looks at visioning as a citizen participation tool, current 

applications of visioning, and future roles and policies for visioning in the United States. 

In Section I, I explore the issues of citizen participation in current literature and theory on 

visioning as a participatory planning tool. In Section II, I introduce a methodology for 

comparing the elements of visioning processes, and present two case studies. Finally, in 

Section III, I compare the lessons learned from the case studies and discuss policy 

implications for the future of visioning in planning practice.

Visioning: A Planning Tool for the ‘90s

For a number of decades, long range planning has been a primary goal for 

planners in every level of government. What is different in the 1990s is how technology 

has increased the pace and far-reaching effects of global trends. Now more than ever.
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f
communities need consensus and vision to build a long range plan to compete in the 

i global economy.

|  Planners recognize that a broad based community vision can provide direction and

motivation for plan implementation. A community vision is usually expressed in a series 

I of goal statements which emanate from the values of a community. A “visioning process”

uses a variety of techniques to define community values and ideals, and transform them 

into manageable community goal statements.

| A visioning process defines a role for citizen participation at the beginning of the

planning process. It is part of an evolving participation ethic which has been passionately 

debated by planners for decades. The debate on the pitfalls and successes of citizen 

participation continues vigorously today as it did 30 years ago, when extensive 

participation programs were still relatively new.

In the following section, I will describe how visioning exercises fulfill a unique 

niche in the participation ethic of the 1990s. To do this, I will first introduce some of the 

citizen participation issues advanced in current planning literature. After a look at the 

literature on citizen participation, the following section, “What is Visioning?”, presents 

some of the definitions and models for visioning that have been proposed, and the 

characteristics that define the visioning process. This section concludes with a summary 

suggesting how visioning addresses current attitudes towards citizen participation.

Literature on Citizen Participation

There are many challenges to be faced in designing and implementing a citizen 

participation process that is equitable and representative. Many authors assert that in 

order to be truly participatory, participation must be coupled with real citizen power 

(Amstein 1969, Ames 1993, Day 1997). In addition, Tauxe (1995) finds that many 

citizens are marginalized in the formal public hearing context. Other issues to be
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considered are accurate representation (Hutcheson 1994), and developing a proactive 

versus reactive participation ethic (Fulton 1996).

Furthermore, the purposes of citizen participation efforts are varied. Many 

traditional participation strategies have the stated goal of defining the public interest 

through goals and objectives (Kennedy 1992). Other researchers have suggested that 

citizen empowerment through participation is important for enhancing individual and 

collective well-being, as well as a sense of community (Julian, et al. 1997).

Citizen Empowerment

Citizen participation has had a changing role in planning processes in the United 

States since the early part of the twentieth century. Informal participation in the early part 

of the century gave way to federally mandated participation programs, instituted with 

antipoverty and urban renewal legislation of the 1950s and 1960s (Ayres 1996).

The Model Cities program of 1966 was designed for widespread citizen 

participation, where residents of designated districts created their own quasi-political 

organization. Although Model Cities encountered serious difficulties, it established an 

unprecedented role for citizen participation and represented an attempt to give citizens 

real power in decision making (Gerckens 1988).

Amstein (1969) criticized some Model City participation programs as empty 

processes, due to the lack of real power given to citizens to effect policies. Amstein 

emphasized that decision makers must relinquish power in order for citizen participation 

to be productive and meaningful. She developed a typology of eight levels of 

participation that form the basis of the “ladder of citizen participation.” At the bottom of 

the ladder are participation efforts which she labels as forms of “non-participation”, and 

at the top are the rungs with varying degrees of citizen power: “partnership,” “delegated 

power” and “citizen control” (p.217).
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Grant (1997) goes one step further and argues that the illusion of power may

actually have a destructive effect on the public’s faith in planning and democratic

processes. Rather dramatically, she states:

“Cynicism and disaffection grow among those who fail to protect their 
neighborhoods from unwanted change... The myth of democracy suffers a 
severe bleaching in the harsh light of community practice: rather than 
strengthening the fabric of citizen action and initiative, participation in 
planning disputes may weaken the fibers that sustain democratic 
ideology." (p.218)

Some authors have implicated the ability to exercise citizen power as an important 

element in building a sense of community. For example, Julian, et al. (1997) suggest that 

“participation may promote a sense of community to the extent that the participants have 

true power to influence events affecting their lives” (p. 353). However, the reverse is also 

commonly observed: strong community organization, sometimes referred to as “social 

capital”, is probably the most important precondition for the success of participation 

programs (Woods 1996).

The relationship between participation and citizen empowerment and social 

capital is unlikely to be definitively resolved. However, in the meantime, the idea that 

successful public participation programs and citizen empowerment can help to strengthen 

communities is attractive to planners. Julian et al. (1997) argue that planners can design 

participation efforts to instill confidence in local citizenry so that they would actively 

seek control of decisions that affect their community.

Representation

Americans are an increasingly diverse population, making representation a 

significant consideration in soliciting public input. Studies have found that participation 

in political life is closely linked to demographic variables such as income and level of 

education (Menzel and Benton 1991) and homeownership (Hutcheson 1984).
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Hutcheson’s research indicates that while participants might not be demographically 

representative of the general population, they are often aware of the diversity of opinion 

in their community. He suggests that the ability of participants to represent the range of 

interests in their community may be more important, and more readily achieved, than 

demographic or social representation.

A further challenge to citizen involvement and representation is finding a neutral 

and unbiased mode of communication between citizens and the decision-making 

establishment. Tauxe (1995) argues that in order for planning to be truly a community- 

based process, it must make room for nonbureaucratic discourse and organizational 

forms. She found in a rural community that local forms of negotiation and rhetoric used 

by community participants were systematically marginalized in the bureaucratic arena 

represented by formal public hearings. She typifies planning processes in general to be 

insensitive to different modes of interaction: “There is little acknowledgment of the 

complexity of communication problems where different modes of thought, contradictory 

discursive strategies, and distinct systems of symbolic reference function.” (p.479)

Most federal programs require that citizens be offered opportunities to attend 

forums or public hearings. In some cases, this may be the only citizen participation 

offered. However, even if well attended, formal public hearings can often result in 

participation by individuals serving a self-interest who have extreme positions that may 

not fairly represent the interests of the community (Klein 1994). With this biased form of 

participation, citizen ownership and commitment to the plan are frequently limited.

The Public Interest

Concern for the public interest has been a part of every definition of planning 

since the birth of the profession. Typical strategies for discerning the public interest use 

the logic of welfare economics or analysis of rights and responsibilities drawn from
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specific conceptions of justice (Moore 1985). As a supplement to these abstract 

approaches, one assumption behind citizen participation in public affairs and in planning 

processes is that it increases the likelihood that the public interest will be realized. 

However, as Day (1997) points out, “because what constitutes the public interest seems to 

be ill defined, the problematic nature of citizen participation is further compounded.” (p. 

432)

Developing a Proactive Model for Participation

An attitude towards planning that is reactive means that people tend to become 

involved in participatory processes when rallying opposition rather than to propose 

positive action or solution to problems. When citizens value stability and fear uncertainty, 

they may consider known injustices less threatening than the unpredictability of reform 

(Day 1997).

Fulton (1996) describes the public hearing model of public participation as a one

way model, whereby citizen groups mobilize only to fight impending threat. He suggests 

that approaches which encourage people to get involved in the planning process ahead of 

time may have greater success in building an on-going and active citizenry.

In recent decades, several new approaches have been popular to develop a more 

proactive approach to planning for the future. Ames (1993) finds that the “futures 

projects” implemented by many state governments in the 1970s laid an important 

foundation for current day visioning programs. These programs generally involved 

working with citizens in setting long-term goals, and over time became more 

sophisticated in analyzing trends and exploring alternative futures.

Another important planning method that has provided a background for visioning 

was the popularity of strategic planning in the 1980s (Ames 1993). As opposed to 

previous planning approaches, Ayres (1996) states that strategic planning brings key
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I
stakeholders in the community, both citizens and leaders, into the process as active

I participants.

1 Summary

|  The challenges faced by the planner designing a citizen participation process are

numerous. The issues raised in the preceding paragraphs can be summarized as follows:

I • Real decision making power for citizen participants is rare in current public

| hearing format or other forms of participation. Citizen empowerment may

increase levels of participation and sense of community.

I • Participation is often linked to socio-economic status, and therefore participants

are often not demographically representative. However, opinion representation 

may be easier to achieve, and more significant, than demographic representation.

• Citizen participants can be marginalized in participation if unfamiliar with the

i formal proceedings of a public hearing or meeting. Participation processes should

be flexible and open to a variety of discursive strategies.

• One goal of citizen participation efforts is to define the public interest by 

determining community goals and objectives. Participation programs are often 

driven by a value system which should be examined.

• Citizens are often motivated to participate in response to a perceived threat. A

. proactive approach to participation at the beginning of the planning process may

' be effective in motivating citizens and resolving conflicts.

) While citizen participation in public affairs holds a revered position in US

democratic ideology, the role of participation in planning is complicated. Beneviste 

(1989, 145) described citizen participation as the “Achilles heel of planning." He states 

that one of the dilemmas of planning is that at the same time that it cannot succeed
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without some participation, it cannot afford to be dominated by participatory processes. 

Finding a role for participation that is both empowering for the citizens who participate 

and beneficial to the planning process is the challenge that visioning processes strive to 

meet.

What is Visioning?

Although it is a relatively new term in planning, “visioning” is widely used to 

describe a variety of citizen participation exercises. The scope and timeframe of these 

exercises vary widely; some consist of a single day charrette-style workshop, while others 

may include a year long series of task force meetings (Andersen 1993). The products of 

visioning processes also vary, almost always including a broad vision statement and in 

some cases, a detailed action plan (Benson 1993). The first challenge in understanding 

the value of this process is to find a single workable definition among all those in use.

I have relied on several sources in seeking to find a common definition for 

visioning. The Oregon chapter of the American Planning Association published a 

document in 1993, titled “A Guide to Community Visioning: Hands-on Information for 

Local Communities.” This is a short, 35 page booklet that clearly outlines the model 

developed by the Oregon Visions Project in the late 1980s. A book published in 1996, 

Community Strategic Visioning Programs, presents a large quantity of material on 

programs they term “strategic visioning.” These programs were largely implemented in 

the last decade in the depressed rural areas of the Mid-West. Another useful (and brief) 

publication from 1991, “Towards Managing Growth in Washington: A Guide to 

Community Visioning," was produced by the Department of Community Development in 

the Washington State Growth Management Program.

Despite wide acceptance of the term in planning practice, visioning remains 

loosely defined. “Visioning” is sometimes used to refer to specific citizen participation

8



exercises involved in developing a vision statement. More common however, is the 

concept that the vision statement is only one step in a larger visioning process (Ames 

1993, Ayres 1996, Latham 1995).

The following section presents some of the definitions and models that have been 

proposed and implemented for visioning processes. This list begins with the most 

comprehensive and ends with the simplest definition.

Community Strategic Visioning Programs

“Strategic visioning creates a future that is desirable, then leverages 
resources to reach the vision. Future end results are not bound by current 
resources, structures, or other barriers. ” (Community Strategic 
Visioning Programs, p. 23)

“Strategic visioning” refers to a structured visioning process that borrows heavily 

from corporate strategic planning processes. Ayres states that the processes in strategic 

planning and strategic visioning are similar, but the concepts behind them are different. 

According to Ayres, strategic planning focuses on fitting the strengths of the organization 

to the environment, whereas strategic visioning focuses on what strengths must be 

developed to reach an end state. She describes strategic planning as the planning 

approach of the 1990s, addressing “the realities of today’s communities through creativity 

and innovation” (Ayres 1996, p. 23).

The strategic visioning process described by the flow chart in Figure 1 involves 

ten detailed steps. The vision is formulated completely within Step 4.

The process analyzed in Community Strategic Visioning Programs has been used 

primarily by rural communities in the Mid-West to develop a plan for economic 

development. Like strategic planning, the product from a strategic visioning process is an 

action plan. Without it, this process would no longer be meaningful. It is this emphasis on 

the action plan that differentiates this model from the more flexible Oregon Model.
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Figure 1. The Community Strategic Visioning Process

Monitor and revise plan. 
Celebrate

v accomplishments. >

Begin the process. 
Form steering committee 

to facilitate process.

Implement plan.
f  Develop plan for 3 
community forums. Engage 
uhe community. Legitimize/ 
X . the process. s '

Draft strategic visioning 
and action plans.

Hold 1st meeting with 
all stakeholders. Conduct 
< “SWOT" analysis. >

Seek feedback 
on proposed actions 

from community. Z  Hold 2nd meeting. 
Conduct strategic visioning 
. exercise to determine y  
X . desired future.

Form task forces to 
study issues and develop 
. alternative solutions.

Hold 3rd meeting to 
identify critical issues.

Source: Ayres, Janet. 1996. Essential Elements of Strategic Visioning. In Community 
Strategic Visioning Programs., Walzer, Norman, ed. Westport, Connecticut: Praeger. 
(p. 24)
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The Oregon Model

'‘Visioning is simply a process by which a community envisions the future 
it wants, and plans how to achieve it. It brings people together to develop 
a shared image of what they want their community to become. Once a 
community has envisioned where it wants to go, it can begin to 
consciously work toward that goal. ” (A Guide to Community Visioning,
P- 7)

A leader in growth management and land use planning, Oregon has been at the 

forefront of the growing use of visioning as a planning tool. In 1988, the Oregon chapter 

of the American Planning Association initiated the Oregon Visions Project with a 

visioning process implemented in Corvalis. Subsequently, The Visions Project produced 

A Guide to Community Visioning, and currently provides training, technical assistance 

and practical information to local communities.

The Oregon Guide defines visioning as a process that blends elements from the 

state futures projects of the 1970s and strategic planning methods popular in statewide 

planning in the 1980s. In Corvalis, The Oregon Model was designed to supplement the 

comprehensive planning process. Unlike a comprehensive plan, the visioning process was 

used to provide a clear expression of the community’s values and a coherent sense of

Figure 2. The Oregon Model

The Oregon Model
1. 2. 3. 4.

Where are we now? Where are we going? Where do we want to be? How do we get there?

ACTIONTREND
STATEMENT

COMMUNITY
PROFILE

VISION
STATEMENT

• Descriptive Information • Trend Information • Preferred Scenario • Coals, Strategies & Actions
• Community Values » Probable Scenario • Community Vision • Action Agendas & Priorities

Source: Ames, Steven (ed). 1993. A Guide to Community Visioning: Hands-on Information for Local Communities. 
Salem, OR: Oregon Chapter, American Planning Association, (p. 9)
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direction (Ames 1993). And unlike the model described as “strategic visioning” which 

explicitly targets economic development issues, the process described by the Oregon 

Model focuses on a wide range of concerns.

The Oregon Model outlines an extensive process, consisting of four steps; (1) 

profiling the community, (2) analyzing the trends, (3) creating the vision %nd (4) 

developing an action plan (Figure 1). These steps make up a comprehensive visioning 

process; designing a simplified process is possible by excluding the action plan. However, 

the Guide is careful to stress that even a simplified visioning process will involve some 

preparation of Steps 1 and 2 before Step 3, Creating the Vision, can be reached.

Community Visioning for Growth Management

"A vision is knowing when and how we want things to turn out and 
believing we can make it happen. It’s the ability to see the end result.
Community visioning... assumes we can use community -based citizen 
involvement to transform broad community ideals and dreams into 
manageable (and feasible) community goal statements." (Towards 
Managing Growth in Washington: A Guide to Community Visioning, p. 2)

The 1990 Growth Management Act (GMA) requires towns, cities, and counties in 

the state of Washington to develop plans for pacing their own growth rate. For many local 

governments, this means new or revised comprehensive plans. The Growth Management 

Division published this guide in 1991 to assist elected officials, planners and citizens in 

implementing “early and continual” citizen participation in the planning process.

The Washington guide is brief and provides a broad definition for visioning. The 

booklet focuses on presenting a variety of well-known citizen participation techniques, 

with the primary goal of producing a vision statement. The guide also mentions other 

objectives of the visioning process; building community trust and generating interest in 

the planning process.
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Characterizing the Visioning Process

Most planning processes that use visioning seem to loosely follow the steps 

outlined in the Oregon Model. The community profile and trend statement, Steps 1 and 2 

in the Oregon Model, are well-established norms in planning practice. It is therefore easy 

to see why the exercises used in creating the vision, are often the part of the process 

typically referred to as “visioning.” Because visioning processes are often implemented in 

conjunction with a comprehensive, Master or town plan, elements of the processes 

overlap.

Klein (1994) finds that there are ten qualities that distinguish visioning processes 

from conventional goal setting exercises:

• Front-end emphasis;
• One size does not fit all (process customized to community context);
• It’s inclusive (use of innovative methods to include new participants);
• Leadership is impartial (use of impartial mediators or consultants);
• Attention to detail;
• Risks are taken (professionals relinquish some authority);
• Projections are made (alternatives are explored often with visual tools),
• Media attention (used to keep citizens interested and informed),
• Long-range thinking;
• Results are validated.

Using these strategies, visioning attempts to meet the challenges of citizen 

participation discussed in the previous section. For example, visioning processes allow 

for greater accessibility to the planning process for those who might otherwise be 

underrepresented. Although visioning may also use standard participation techniques, the 

process represents an ethic that embraces innovative outreach efforts and the use of new 

technology. In addition, there is consistent agreement that citizen power is necessary for 

meaningful participation, and redistribution of power is addressed explicitly in Strategic 

Visioning and the Oregon Model.
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Summary

As a citizen participation mechanism, visioning focuses on involving various 

constituencies in the initial goal setting process, as well as the decision-making process 

once a plan is adopted. Klein (1994) notes that proponents of visioning cite far-reaching 

effects of a successful visioning program: increased probability of plan implementation, 

greater community dialogue, increased civic engagement, and positive effects of citizen 

empowerment.

The challenge remains to differentiate between the comprehensive visioning 

process and the exercises used to develop the vision statement. In the following section, I 

have chosen to simplify the case study comparisons by only looking at “vision statement 

exercises.” In both case studies, the vision statement was a part of the 3 step process 

much as defined by the Oregon Model. Thus, the visioning processes that are referred to 

in the following section, imply that the community profile and trend statement have 

already been done.
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Section II. Case Studies

Table 1. Elements for Evaluating Visioning Case Studies

Participants P rocess

Sm all town G en era l population Opinion surveys Vision statem ent
N eighborhood C om m unity task forces W orkshops G oals  statem ent
S uburban Stakeholders Public m eetings S urvey results
Regional City or local planners Interactive displays Alternative scenarios

Consultants O utreach  program s Action plan
E lected officials M ed ia  attention

Source: Adapted from Chandler, Nedra J. 1992. Search for Community Vision. (p. 39)

Introduction

Having examined a variety of definitions for the visioning process in the previous 

section, the following are two case studies which illustrate how visioning exercises have 

been implemented in disparate contexts. Because of the tremendous variability in 

visioning exercises, I have developed a list of possible variables, categorized into four 

main elements.

The case study presentations in this section are organized according to the 

elements defined in Table 1. For each case study, I will sequentially describe:

• the context in which the planning activity takes place,

• the participants, involved in the visioning exercise, (paid and unpaid),

• the processes which are used to involve participants in the vision,

• and the products that are produced as a result of the visioning process.



North Peoria Comprehensive Plan Amendment

Context

Peoria, Arizona is a rapidly growing city (pop. 65,000) bordering the Phoenix 

metropolitan area. Over the last few years, the city has annexed areas of largely 

undeveloped land, approximately tripling the size of the city, bringing it up to its current 

size of 117 square miles. The recently annexed area lies north of the city center, 

consisting of wide open natural desert areas with scattered rural housing. Subdivision 

development has been approved for some of this land, with some construction currently 

under way.

In 1995, the City of Peoria contracted with the Drachman Institute of the 

University of Arizona to assist in preparation of an amendment to their Master Plan for 

the large area of recently annexed land. The Plan Amendment was produced by graduate 

students in University’s Interdisciplinary Program in Planning, supervised by Dr. Barbara 

Becker of the Drachman Institute (hereafter referred to as the “Planning Team”).

The visioning process described in this case study was preceded by extensive 

community assessment beginning in January 1996. In this assessment phase, the Planning 

Team produced a video depicting the history, and pondering the future, of North Peoria. 

Following public presentation and discussion, the Planning Team developed three 

alternative development and land use scenarios. This work and public process formed the 

foundation upon which the visioning process was to build.

In response to the low attendance at previous public meetings held in City Hall, 

the City and Planning Team conceived of a visioning process with the goal of increasing 

public awareness and participation in the comprehensive planning process.

The outreach process in Peoria was designed to respond to the unique challenges 

faced by the geographical and political nature of the city. Located on the edge of the
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Phoenix metropolitan area, the majority of Peoria’s population are residents who live in 

newer subdivisions concentrated in the southern urbanized area of the city. This area is 

characterized by large walled-off or gated subdivisions with limited pedestrian amenities. 

In contrast, the recently annexed land in the northern area supports a more rural lifestyle, 

characterized by large lots, livestock and open space.

Due to low levels of citizen participation in previous planning process, a new 

approach was required in order to achieve better representation. The outreach meetings 

were effective at involving the diverse sectors of the population. For example, one 

meeting was held on a Friday at a large supermarket on a major arterial road. The store is 

located in an area of recently completed “big box” style commercial development. Many 

participants at this location were retired people or homemakers. In contrast, a subsequent 

Saturday meeting, was held just a few miles further north in a semi-rural environment. 

The site was a country-style general store, where many of the shoppers were local and 

known to the proprietor. The Planning Team spoke to and collected surveys from 131 

people at the first location, and 47 at the second.

Participants

Five "meetings" were spread out over a four week period. In those five meetings, 

the Planning Team spoke to hundreds of area residents, Collected 490 completed surveys 

and dozens of comment cards.

Citizen participants were largely residents of Peoria, and others were non

residents who shop in Peoria and use Peoria facilities. Demographic differences were 

distinct at each outreach location, but were largely representative of the population. Seven 

children answered the survey and persons over 65 represented 30% of the respondents.
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Process

The Planning Team designed an innovative outreach effort that was carried out in 

places commonly visited by local area residents, rather than city hall, to reach citizens 

who did not typically attend pubic meetings or hearings. Designed to allow informal 

interaction with a structured method for data collection. Team members composed a two 

page opinion survey and met with citizens at shopping centers. The public asked 

questions about the plan, submitted comments and answered surveys.

The Planning Team designed the survey with three general goals in mind. The 

first goal was to use the responses to direct the planning team in synthesizing a 

community vision for future development in the area. A second goal was to elicit 

responses to specific employment and economic development issues. The third goal was 

to heighten public awareness of the issues that would be addressed by the plan 

amendment.

Times and locations of the "meetings" were advertised by the city in the 

newspaper and with flyers posted at the locations, much like any public meeting. At each 

location, the Planning Team established an attractive display near the entrance to the 

shopping center. Central to the display were large boards; one showing a proposed land 

use map, another which invited passers-by to identify the location of their house with a 

push pin, and a third which posed provocative questions about the future of the planning 

area. The boards were primarily intended to attract the interest of shoppers, and to give 

participants an idea about the objectives of the plan amendment. The Team distributed 

surveys to interested participants, answered questions and recorded comments.

As a completion step in the visioning process, the Planning Team held a public 

meeting in December of 1996. At the meeting, the Planning Team presented survey 

results, goal statements and proposed land use maps. In contrast to the outreach meetings,
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this meeting was held in the Peoria City Hall and was attended primarily by city planning 

staff and elected officials.

Products

The products of the North Peoria visioning effort were summarized by the 

Planning Team in a draft of the North Peoria Comprehensive Plan Amendment. These 

products included an extensive analysis of the nearly 500 surveys that were submitted by 

the community. Also included in the Plan Amendment are statements of goals and 

objectives, reflecting the values and priorities expressed in the surveys, comment cards 

and public meetings.

Wallingford Neighborhood Plan

Context

Wallingford is an urban residential neighborhood in the city of Seattle. It is 

centrally located just north of downtown and Lake Union and just west of the University 

of Washington. It is largely a single family residential area, but includes several 

commercial streets and concentrations of low rise apartments and condominiums. In 

1996, Wallingford conducted a visioning process as part of the city’s extensive 

neighborhood planning process.

Seattle’s Comprehensive Plan, adopted in 1994, created a new administrative unit 

in Management and Planning called The Neighborhood Planning Office (NPO). Certain 

communities identified in the comprehensive plan are eligible for funding to support 

development of a neighborhood plan. City funds are used to hire consultants and cover 

administrative costs. The NPO supports neighborhood planning efforts and provides 

guidelines which requires specific products from the. neighborhood Organizing 

Committee (NPO 1995).
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The NPO planning guidelines describes two phases. The primary activities in 

Phase I are organizing, outreach and issue identification. In Phase II the neighborhoods 

work with their consultants to formulate a plan (NPO 1995). Wallingford completed most 

of the Phase I requirements between July and December of 1995, and currently, in 

November of 1997, they are reaching the end of Phase II. In this case study, I am only 

concerned with the processes and products of Phase I.

Participants

In 1995, the Wallingford Community Council initiated the neighborhood planning 

process by seeking stakeholders in the community to serve on an organizing committee. 

Over the year-long process, some members of the Organizing Committee left and others 

joined, but the initial group consisted primarily of Wallingford residents, including one 

local business owner and representatives from several community organizations. NPO 

assigned an NPO planner, Susan Dahlendorf, as a project manager to facilitate the 

committee’s application for Phase I neighborhood funding (Dahlendorf 1997). Once 

funded, the Organizing Committee hired a planning consultant, Pat Strosahl of the 

consulting group Community Connection.

Other Wallingford community members participated in the visioning process 

through outreach efforts. This includes the 250 people who responded to the 

questionnaire, among whom 30 were children; participants in three focus groups; and 

attendees of the final validation meeting, including three legislative representatives 

(Wallingford 1996).

Process

For 5 months in 1996, the Wallingford Organizing Committee conducted a 

number of outreach efforts which became the basis for formulating a vision statement.
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The consultant worked with the Organizing Committee to construct a questionnaire.

They identified five broad constituencies to target with the questionnaire and a “do-able” 

work plan for distribution (Wallingford 1996). To generate interest in the community, the 

Committee responded to questionnaire responses through newsletters and articles in 

community newspapers.

Three focus groups were formed to “tap key constituencies” on issues surfacing in 

the questionnaires. Once formed, the groups met with a Committee member as facilitator. 

Following a structured format, participants were encouraged to raise controversial issues 

relevant to the constituencies which they represented. Issues raised and any solutions 

discussed were recorded (Strosahl 1997).

The Wallingford visioning process culminated in a validation meeting. This 

meeting was attended by 250 members of the Wallingford community as well as 3 local 

politicians. The validation meeting provided an opportunity for the community to review 

the results of the visioning process, to approve the final wording of the vision statement 

and to celebrate the successful completion of this phase of the plan.

Products

As a required final step in Phase I of the NPOs planning guidelines, the Organizing 

Committee and their consultant prepared the “Wallingford Neighborhood Planning Project 

Phase I Summary.” This document starts with the vision statement and includes a list 

which identifies the issues and recommendations that arose from the visioning process.

Summary

These two case studies are examples that indicate the range contexts in which 

visioning processes have been implemented, and demonstrate how the process can be 

customized appropriately to available resources. In the following discussion section, I



compare the elements of both case studies, discuss how well the processes achieved 

visioning goals, and conclude by suggesting policy implications for the role of visioning in 

planning practice.
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Section III. Discussion

Comparative Assessment of Case Studies

The case studies illustrate the range of processes and the loose definition of 

processes termed “visioning.” For the purposes of focusing the scope of the case studies 

to an easily comparable set of elements, I chose to delineate the visioning process using 

the definition developed in Section I of this report.

Comparing the elements of the Peoria and Wallingford visioning processes yields 

observations consistent with theories on citizen participation discussed in Section 1 of 

this report. Table 2 summarizes the elements of the case studies. The success of these 

participation efforts are effected by the perceived level of citizen empowerment, accurate 

representation of citizen opinions and values and the formality and flexibility of 

participation exercises. In the following pages, I will look at how the visioning case 

studies test theories on citizen participation.

Context sensitivity is critical for the success of visioning processes. Unlike 

rational models for comprehensive planning, in order to be successful, a visioning process 

must be customized to fit the lifestyles of participants, as well as the resources and goals 

of the community planning effort. Factors such as political attitudes and history of citizen 

participation will be critical in determining the scope of the process and the techniques 

most likely to succeed.
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Table 2. Elements of Case Study Visioning Exercises

Context Participants Process Products
PEORIA
C om prehensive
Plan
A m end m ent

Suburban city 
Located on the edge of 

m etro a re a

Survey respondents: 
residents of Peoria  
non-residents that shop or 
w ork in Peoria  
som e children  

Planning consultant 
City planning staff

Shopping center outreach  
m eetings

Distribute surveys and  
com m ent cards a t 
m eetings

Tabulate  surveys and  
com m ents

Draft goal statem ents
Public m eeting to present of 

survey results & goal 
statem ents

Survey results
G oal and objective statem ents  
Identification of issues

O bservations Growing, suburban city; 
large re tired  population; 
politically conservative.

D iverse population; residents  
not w ell o rgan ized  for political 
activity.

O riented  towards an  inform al 
process, increasing quantity  
a n d  diversity o f participation.

Form al docum ent rev iew ed  by  
city officials.

WALLINGFORD
N eighborhood
Plan

Urban residential 
neighborhood  

Centrally  located in large  
m etro area .

O rganizing Com m ittee: 
residents  
business owners  
com m unity organization  
representatives  

W allingford comm unity, 
including som e children  

N P O  Project M an ag er  
Planning consultant 
Elected officials

Distribute questionnaires to 
targeted constituencies  

Tabu late  questionnaire  
New sletter and new spaper  

articles
M eetings with focus groups  
Draft vision s tatem ent 
Validation Event

Survey results 
Vision statem ent widely  

distributed in comm unity  
newsletter

Identification of issues 
Continuing com m unity  

involvem ent in Phase II.

O bservations Established, urban  
neighborhood; politically  
progressive city.

R e la tive ly  hom ogenous  
population; politically active  
com m unity organizations.

Includes constituency  
representatives a n d  active  
feedback to comm unity.

Form al docum ent review ed  by  
N P O , inform al feedback to 
com m unity thru newsletter.



The visioning outreach efforts in Peoria were designed to find a vision in which 

all the residents could share. Peoria residents are not well organized for political activism, 

and constituencies did not have a strong community network. The visioning meetings 

were successful at bringing a greater diversity of citizen opinion into this comprehensive 

plan. However, the process is unlikely to have a lasting effect on citizen participation in 

future planning efforts. This is for two reasons; lack of perceived empowerment and lack 

of faith in the planning process. As discussed in Section I, these two factors are 

intertwined with the relationships circular.

Wallingford is an established neighborhood from the 1920s and ‘30s that has 

experienced a wave of gentrification in recent decades. The commercial area consists of 

many restaurants and boutiques, and the attractive street scape and “small town” 

atmosphere attracts visitors from all over the city. Housing prices have increased 

dramatically in recent years, and only those above median income can afford to buy 

homes in the neighborhood. With an in-city location and feel, the neighborhood attracts 

people seeking a tight knit community in close proximity to the University and 

downtown. As a result, the community is relatively young, liberal and family-oriented.

The neighborhood planning process followed in Wallingford was developed by 

the Neighborhood Planning Office for implementation in neighborhoods across Seattle. 

The visioning aspect of the process, however, was designed by the Organizing 

Committee. The participation techniques they chose rely on existing community 

organizations and stable constituencies. Because of this strong community structure, one 

goal of the outreach efforts was to build community consensus among the various 

constituencies. In addition, venues for feedback to the community were already in place.

Clearly geographic scale and existing community structures are the factors most 

likely to determine the strategies for implementing visioning processes. Participation may
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be easier to implement at the neighborhood level, where the issues are close to home. The 

smaller and more unified the planning area, the greater are the opportunities for more 

intense public participation and greater possibilities for implementing decisions at the 

local level. As a result, citizens may feel a greater sense of control and empowerment to 

effect change in their immediate neighborhood. The larger the planning area, the more 

removed citizens may be from the issues being addressed. At the city level, there are 

more layers of bureaucracy, and more challenges in sustaining a substantive public 

discussion. These case studies reveal how a visioning process can be designed to address 

specific constraints and opportunities.

How does visioning differ from traditional citizen participation processes? The 

most distinctive traits of visioning are that 1) it defines a role for citizen participation at 

the beginning of the planning process; 2) it is strongly geared towards community values; 

3) innovative methods are sought to include and communicate to participants; 4) the 

visioning process makes planning issues and choices tangible for participants through 

visual aids and alternative scenarios.

Policy Implications for Planning Practice

In this report, I have tried to clarify both the origin and the definition of visioning 

processes. I have found that one of the primary characteristics of visioning processes is 

flexibility to conform to the planning context. In order to remain flexible, and yet 

improve the quality of visioning exercises, I suggest the following policies for visioning 

processes:

1. Use participation processes to build community networks.

As discussed in Section I, community networks are probably the single most 

important factor for determining the success of citizen participation efforts. A community 

that is well networked is likely to be politically active and confident about using citizen

26



power to shape the future of their community. As suggested by Julian et al. (1997), a 

visioning participation process that inspires citizen confidence can help establish new 

community networks as well as strengthen existing networks.

2. Maintain a community dialogue throughout the process.

In order to maintain a dialog with the community about the vision statement, it is 

critical to use avenues of communication readily available to citizen participants. Using a 

variety of media, planners should provide feedback to all the residents in the community, 

not just those that have already participated. Traditional media such as newspapers and 

newsletters are being supplemented by new information technologies. For example, the 

use of cable television to broadcast meetings (Kennedy 1992), and electronic media using 

the internet (Wallingford). No method alone is sufficient to reach the widest possible 

citizen group.

3. Clear delineation of all processes.

The Oregon Model describes visioning as a stand alone process. One of the 

confusions in delineating visioning processes is that they occur at the front end of another 

planning process. Loosely defined processes can lead to confusion among the participants 

and lack of focus among the process leaders.

Planners should clearly delineate the beginning and end of the visioning process. 

For example, a kick-off meeting with planners and neighborhood groups couild signify 

initiation of the process. Likewise, a “validation” event at the conclusion of the process 

gives participants an opportunity to review the vision and maintains enthusiasm for the 

implementation of future plans. Every element of the visioning process should be clearly 

labeled so that participants know where a particular activity falls in the overall planning 

process.
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Conclusion

As discussed in Section I, the development of visioning processes parallels a 

participation ethic evolving in the 1990s. This ethic strives to meet the challenges that can 

hinder participation processes:

• finding citizen empowerment;
• achieving representation;
• defining the public interest;
• developing a proactive model for participation.

Visioning processes implicitly respond to one of the four public participation 

challenges discussed above. These four common qualities of visioning processes are: (1) 

professional planners relinquish some authority over the planning process, increasing 

citizen empowerment in planning a future for their community; (2) use of innovative 

outreach strategies to achieve better representation; (3) use of new ways of presenting 

information and generating citizen-driven scenarios in a non-bureaucratic setting to more 

accurately reflect the public interest; and (4) as a front-end process, visioning exercises 

seek to promote a proactive approach to planning in the community.

Although “visioning” is widely used to describe processes characterized by these 

general qualities, I have proposed that there are specific qualities which clearly 

differentiate visioning from traditional goals and objectives setting exercises. These • 

qualities are:

• sustained community dialogue throughout the process;

• building community networks;

• an explicit vision statement
• periodic reevaluation of the vision.

The visioning processes in the Peoria and Wallingford case studies presented in 

Section II each have elements of the four general qualities mentioned above. However, the
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degree to which the two visioning processes achieve the specific qualities varies widely. 

The policy statements that I suggest in Section III are guidelines for reducing uncertainty 

and improving the likelihood of success in a visioning process. Ultimately, success or 

failure will depend on how well all of these qualities are reflected in the design of a 

visioning process.
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