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INTRODUCTION
Tackling the Unknowns

There are known knowns; there are things we know we know.  
We also know there are known unknowns; that is to say we know 
there are some things we do not know. But there are also unknown 
unknowns – the ones we don’t know we don’t know.

–  US Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, 12 February 2002 

Donald Rumsfeld’s remark – when briefing the press about the lack of 
evidence linking the Iraqi government with weapons of mass destruc-
tion – initially came in for ridicule, a political oxymoron on a par with 

alternative facts or defensive strike. Yet he was articulating something pro-
found. There’s much in our world that we don’t understand, and much of 
the time we don’t know what we don’t know. That’s disconcerting for every-
one. For urban and regional planners, whose business it is to anticipate a 
possible future or futures, the consequences can be serious. 

Planners are o"en unsure about the impact of their interventions, particu-
larly when they’re designed to address complex, interconnected challenges, 
as government planning e!orts o"en are. Even so, planners are usually held 
accountable for the results. If all goes well, the successes are promoted and 
shared by everyone. If things head in the 
opposite direction, planners are placed on 
the defensive, a much less comfortable 
position. The underperformance or failure 
of a plan can have major ramifications, 
causing already limited resources to be 

The most e!ective planning practitioners 
address not only the known unknowns but 
even the unknown unknowns. That’s what 
plan monitoring and evaluation are for. 
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4 Introduction

wasted, opportunities to be missed, errors of judgment to be made, reputa-
tions to be damaged. 

Planning practitioners would therefore agree that an evidence-based deci-
sion is always preferable to one made on the basis of instinct, emotion, or 
political calculation. Planners (and decision makers) need the best possible 
understanding of what could happen in order to design plans and planning 
activities that achieve worthwhile ends: sustainable development, and en-
hanced quality of life, health, and well-being for a community’s residents. 
Planners must also identify what has worked or failed before, and learn why. 
Only then can they create plans that make a positive and constructive di!er-
ence, that are e!ective and e#cient, that enhance equity and, perhaps most 
important, that can be implemented as intended. This is much easier said 
than done. 

Lack of knowledge makes planners – and the planning profession by ex-
tension – vulnerable to criticism from elected o#cials, senior administrators, 
peers in allied professions, government agency workers, and community 
stakeholders. It also makes them more likely to repeat mistakes or rely on 
traditional interpretations of issues and solutions when a new approach is 
required. That’s why monitoring and evaluation play such an important role 
in any kind of policy planning exercise. 

Monitoring refers to the continuous process of tracking trends and col-
lecting information. Evaluation focuses on assessing results – the outputs, 
outcomes, and impacts that are associated with a plan – and can be used to 
demonstrate and study how plan-oriented interventions work. Supported 
by a foundation of appropriate indicators, monitoring and evaluation can 
together enhance the credibility and relevance of comprehensive plans, en-
sure that resources are appropriately used, and build support not only for a 
specific plan but also for the planning function.

Of course, planning is notoriously di#cult 
and fraught with pitfalls. Planners work with 
incom plete information, under time pres sures, 
and with constrained financial and technical 
resources. They have no control over how their 
advice is applied by elected o#cials or private 
clients, but whether they are in the public or 

Planners have no right to be wrong. They’re 
expected to know whether their plans are 
moving in the right direction, and which 
goals, objectives, policies, and action strat-
egies should be kept, revised, or discarded. 
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5Tackling the Unknowns

the private sector, those who make the decisions expect to receive the best pos-
sible advice from their planners. The stakes can be high. As Rittel and Webber 
(1973) noted long ago in an insightful article about the dilemmas in which 
planning practitioners find themselves, planners have no right to be wrong. 
That hasn’t changed, and getting it right requires evidence-based decisions. 

Although urban and regional planners monitor and evaluate their activ-
ities, anecdotal evidence and several recent studies suggest that many do not 
(or cannot) do so in a consistent, structured, formal, or regular manner (Car-
mona and Sieh 2004; Guyadeen and Seasons 2016; Seasons 2003b; Stevens 
2013). Too o"en, monitoring and evaluation are the forgotten stages in the 
planning process.

This text is about current theory and practice concerning the evaluation 
of urban and regional plans: the high-level, comprehensive policy plans that 
guide the development of a community. Most Canadian provinces mandate 
regular evaluation of urban and regional plans, and many university plan-
ning programs teach aspects of plan evaluation theory and methods. Yet 
even though academics and practitioners have advocated for plan evaluation 
for decades, suitable resource material on processes and methods is scarce. 
Accordingly, this text is designed to respond to the needs of planning profes-
sionals, students and instructors in university planning programs, and allied 
professionals who want training in plan evaluation from a Canadian per-
spective. Di!erent chapters will resonate more or less closely with the prior-
ities of these di!erent groups. 

Emphasizing pragmatic approaches, the text introduces the concept and 
theoretical foundations of evaluation, and the strategies and tools to mon-
itor and evaluate plans. The objective is to produce results-based, utilization- 
focused plan evaluation in urban and regional planning practice (see Patton 
2011). To arrive at that point, the text first examines the kinds of challenges 
that planners (and planning generally) contend with, and then reviews key 
evaluation theories and models. Much of the advice provided here comes from 
the extensive program evaluation literature, adapted to reflect the nature of 
the community planning environment. The commonly used evaluation pro-
cess design is then explained, followed by an overview of key research design 
considerations for evaluation in urban and regional planning. Plan monitor-
ing and evaluation rest on a base of indicators, so various models and suites 
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6 Introduction

of indicators are described. Case studies of best practices in Canadian urban 
and regional plan evaluation are presented, and the text concludes with les-
sons learned and advice for plan evaluation practice. 

Throughout the text, key terms are bolded on first substantive use, and 
full definitions are provided in a glossary at the end. The glossary draws on 
several sources to support and develop definitions that are relevant to the 
planning context. Particularly helpful in this regard are Bamberger, Rugh, 
and Mabry (2012); Bryman and Teevan (2006); Bryman, Teevan, and Bell 
(2012); Frow et al. (2014); Gidron and Bonikowski (2013); Mertens 2015; 
Monbiot (2016); Rittel and Webber (1973); Torjman (2005); USAID (2009); 
and World Economic Forum (2015). Each chapter ends with a section called 
Ex Post Facto, summarizing the key messages and listing especially relevant 
resources – organized into texts and websites – that support the themes and 
topics covered by the chapter. These supplement the Works Cited listed at 
the end of the book. 

Chapter 1 situates the planning function in the Canadian context. Plan 
evaluation in this country falls within the purview of local planning depart-
ments. Understanding the powers and responsibilities of di!erent levels of 
government, and the relationships between them, is therefore crucial for the 
planners who design and manage evaluation processes. The chapter also out-
lines the evolution of Canadian practice to demonstrate the importance of 
planning and evaluation in responding to changes in the planning environ-
ment. Concepts such as complexity, uncertainty, and turbulence are intro-
duced as factors that call for enhanced planning capacity, including plan 
evaluation. The chapter also identifies key environmental, sociocultural, 
demographic, economic, political, governance, and technological trends to 
explain how and why planning practice has evolved. 

Evaluation informs both planning practice and the quality of plans. It  
can also reflect leading public-sector management theory and practice. In 
this context, the objectives of e#ciency, e!ectiveness, transparency, and ac-
countability in all government operations are particularly relevant, as is  
the issue of providing opportunities for meaningful stakeholder interactions 
with government. 

Chapter 2 o!ers an overview of the evolution of plan evaluation theory, 
the links between program and plan evaluation, and the challenges and 
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7Tackling the Unknowns

opportunities associated with plan evaluation. This chapter provides a foun-
dation for stronger connections between plan evaluation theory and practice. 
The discussion also explains the transition from ex ante (before) evaluation, 
commonly used during plan preparation, to ongoing and then ex post (a"er) 
evaluations, both of which assess the outcomes and impacts of plans. Evalu-
ation can thus be applied to the entire planning process, from development 
to initial implementation and finally to plan-related outcomes – the primary 
focus of this text.

The chapter reveals the links between program and plan evaluation. These 
two similar yet distinct fields are concerned with generating information 
about programs, policies, and initiatives. Program evaluation is well estab-
lished in disciplines such as health and education, but plan evalu ation re-
mains underused in urban and regional planning practice. Strengthening 
the ties between these fields would improve the use of evaluation in develop-
ing plans and evaluating their outcomes. 

Finally, Chapter 2 identifies the challenges and opportunities associated 
with plan evaluation. Challenges include establishing causality, getting proper 
training, and measuring plan performance accurately. Opportunities include 
the enhancement of plan quality and planning practice generally.

Plan monitoring and evaluation processes are based on a foundation of 
indicators that serve three purposes: 

� to measure needs or opportunities as a basis for resource allocation
� to establish a baseline of conditions in order to measure improvement 

brought by public policy intervention and assistance
� to help distinguish which opportunity or problem is most important 

(Wong 1995, 111).

Chapter 3 reviews theoretical influences on and perspectives about indica-
tors, and delineates the various frameworks and models that have been  
developed by international agencies such as the United Nations and the 
World Bank, as well as in Canada. The chapter identifies the characteristics 
of e!ective indicators and demonstrates how they relate to the plan evalua-
tion process, concluding with strategies that planners can use to select and 
apply the most appropriate ones.
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8 Introduction

An extensive literature on development-oriented program evaluation, and 
more recent material on plan evaluation, holds many lessons. Chapter 4 ex-
plores the international and Canadian context for plan evaluation process 
design, analytical tools, and monitoring and indicator frameworks. The 
chapter makes note of various national and non-government e!orts that 
o!er interesting approaches or useful data. The challenges encountered by 
local governments in the Global South – lack of resources, time, expertise, 
data – are shared by many Canadian municipalities, especially small to mid-
sized communities. Canadian case studies that reflect progressive approaches 
to urban plan evaluation are reviewed, and the chapter concludes with a 
synopsis of best practice. 

Chapter 5 discusses how to develop a strategy to support plan evaluation, 
noting the factors to consider at the outset and the tools needed to initiate 
and implement the process. Process factors such as selecting an evaluation 
team and identifying stakeholders, discussing the intended users and uses of 
the evaluation, and creating the budget, timeline, and evaluation questions 
are all covered. Once this foundation is laid, research design strategies and 
methods can be developed. 

Chapter 6 explains the fundamentals of qualitative and quantitative re-
search designs, and then explores when and how various research methods 
can be used to support plan evaluation. Data collection and analysis must 
be informed by the intended goals and objectives, and for that reason the 
chapter outlines the di!erent techniques available to plan evaluators. Of 
course, data collection and evaluation research design must take into ac-
count the constraints of time, resources, and expertise that are common in 
planning departments, so the key theme throughout this text is pragmatism. 
Quantitative methods (such as descriptive statistical analysis, surveys, and 
geographic information system technologies) and qualitative methods (such 
as interviews, focus groups, and document analysis) are both outlined, lead-
ing to the contributions of the mixed methods approach. The latter is prob-
ably the most likely to be used in plan evaluation, and the chapter examines 
the advantages and disadvantages of each research method in turn.

Chapter 7 then explores how to ensure that monitoring and evaluation are 
integrated into comprehensive community planning and plan making, and 
that evaluation results are used in the decision-making process. This can be 
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9Tackling the Unknowns

a challenging exercise, especially in complex local government environments. 
The text reflects on the guidance o!ered in earlier chapters in the context of 
current and expected planning trends. The planning profession has a respons-
ibility to o!er evidence-based advice and direction to improve the process of 
decision making. As noted, that means learning from earlier planning deci-
sions and experiences to inform future practice. 

Of course, these processes are never as clear cut as one would wish. As 
Cooksy and Mark (2012, 80) remind us, “In an ideal world, all evaluators 
would have a high degree of competency, an environment that provides oppor-
tunities for good work, and a range of resources and supports provided by a 
vibrant community of evaluation theorists, researchers, and practitioners.” 
Reality is something rather di!erent. Accordingly, the chapter concludes with 
advice about a realistic and workable plan evaluation process. Commission-
ing an evaluation for political reasons, withholding information or access to 
data in order to delay decision making, or omitting findings for political 
gain are some of the ways in which decision makers can misuse plan evalua-
tions, and the chapter discusses strategies for countering these breaches of 
public purpose.

Chapter 8 summarizes and assesses best practices in urban and regional 
plan evaluation practice in terms of sound design and management. This is 
important, because planning department sta! are typically short of time and 
o"en lack the expertise to undertake evaluation. It’s therefore essential that 
the model – the framework of design and process management – fit the day-
to-day reality of local government planning operations. Plan evaluation must 
be easily understood and implemented by urban and regional practitioners. 
This final chapter therefore provides a detailed synopsis of the key elements 
of the process, along with factors that can facilitate or impede that process. 

Planning vision and action should reflect aspirations while being 
grounded in reality. Done properly, evaluation supports that endeavour. 
This text explains the fundamentals that should guide practice, along with 
enough theory to establish the context for action. With much preparation 
– and perhaps a little luck as well – plan monitoring and evaluation can 
help us understand and e!ectively address not only the known unknowns 
but the unknown unknowns in planning practice. And that’s a very worth-
while enterprise.

Seasons_final_12-12-2020.indd   9 2020-12-12   3:03:43 PM

Sample Material © UBC Press 2021



)* " + , &#  -
WHO DOES WHAT
The Canadian Planning Context 

Make no little plans; they have no magic to stir men’s blood and 
probably themselves will not be realized. Make big plans, aim high  
in hope and work. 

– Attributed to Daniel H. Burnham, architect of the 1909  
Plan of Chicago

Peter Drucker, a highly regarded management consultant and educator, 
wrote in his classic 1974 work Management, “The relevant question is 
not simply what shall we do tomorrow, but rather, what shall we do 

today in order to get ready for tomorrow.” So how does a planner get ready 
for tomorrow? What foundational knowledge is needed before any planning 
exercise can be undertaken? 

The first element comprises definitions of the key operating terms: indica-
tor, monitoring, evaluation. An indicator is a factor or variable that provides 
a way to measure achievement. Indicators provide the foundation for plan 
monitoring and evaluation; they demonstrate (or indicate) the direction (for-
ward or reverse) and extent (greater or lesser) of change in key elements of a 
plan. Monitoring involves regularly and systematically tracking and analyz-
ing data (provided by indicators) in order to identify trends and patterns in 
the evolution and use of the plan. Evaluation refers to the process of deter-
mining whether, and to what extent, plan results have been achieved. In 
other words, evaluation assesses plan performance, the extent to which the 
plan operates according to expectations (Fitzpatrick, Sanders, and Worthen 
2011; Newcomer, Hatry, and Wholey 2015). Table 1.1 outlines some distinc-
tions between monitoring and evaluation.
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11The Canadian Planning Context

The second element is an understanding of the purpose of evaluation. As 
Kusek and Rist (2004, 116) enumerate, it can be used in various ways: 

� to help make resource allocation decisions
� to help rethink the causes of a problem
� to identify emerging problems

,"./& -.-!"Monitoring and evaluation functions

Monitoring Evaluation

Primary agents Managers and program sta! Evaluators working with key 
stakeholders 

Main interests Support for management decision  
making
Internal and external accountability

Information about plan performance 
for program managers, sta!, and 
stakeholders 

Timing Monthly, quarterly, and/or annually Annual, review of five-year cycle

Scope of inquiry Outputs
Implementation performance informed 
by indicators
Use of funds and other resources

Outputs, outcomes, impacts
Overall quality and value of plan
Stakeholder engagement and 
reactions

Resource support Embedded in plan management process Usually requires dedicated internal or 
external resources 

Measurement Indicators and targets
Often uses a single method to measure 
each variable

Quantitative and qualitative 
information
Typically mixed methods approach

Assessment of 
achievement

Often limited to description of trends  
and patterns

Reports on plan performance via 
outputs, outcomes, and impacts

Attribution Does not attribute progress Attempts to identify contribution to 
progress

Conclusion Program progress and performance 
issues

Lessons learned
Recommendations for program 
improvement

Reporting Regular reporting based on stakeholder 
information needs

Reporting at midterm (formative 
evaluation) and end of process 
(summative evaluation)
Detailed evaluation reports

Source: Adapted from Markiewicz and Patrick (2016, 13–14).
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12 Who Does What 

� to support decision making on competing or best alternatives
� to support public-sector reform and innovation
� to build consensus on the causes of a problem and how to respond.

There is a significant prescriptive literature on program monitoring and evalu-
ation. A great deal of work has been carried out in the Global South, where 
the assessment of project and program performance is closely linked to fund-
ing objectives. In Canada, program evaluation is a mainstay of the federal 
and provincial governments, with high-profile applications in education and 
health care. Indeed, the country is considered an international leader in pro-
gram evaluation, with practice supported by university and college programs, 
a professional body (the Canadian Evaluation Society), and the Canadian 
Journal of Program Evaluation, a periodical dedicated to the subject. 

Plan evaluation isn’t new either, having been written about by planning 
theorists for decades (see Alexander 2006a; Alexander and Faludi 1989; Bracken 
1981; Calkins 1979; Hill 1968; Lichfield, Kettle, and Whitehead 1975). The 
rational comprehensive model – arguably the closest thing planners have  
to a unified, ubiquitous theory – has been in use since the early 1950s. Within 
the model, monitoring and evaluation are used initially as a tool to deter-
mine the suitability of di!erent solutions by applying various impact assess-
ment methods as the plan is being formed. (This is ex ante evaluation, 
be cause it is based on forecasts rather than results.) Figure 1.1 illustrates the 
classic plan-making cycle, but although it refers to plan making, the cycle 
doesn’t end once a plan has been created. The plan is continuously reviewed 
and re-made in response to monitoring and evaluation, and as its goals and 
objectives are refined in response to a dynamically evolving decision-making 
environment. During implementation of the plan, formative evaluation can 
be used to assess early performance. Finally, ex post or summative evaluation 
is used once the plan has been fully implemented and is considered mature 
(see Hodge, Gordon, and Shaw 2021). Both formative and summative evalu-
ation are supported by continuous monitoring that rests on a foundation of 
representative indicators. 

Monitoring and evaluation are thus familiar topics to planning scholars, 
but not as common in planning practice. They are mentioned in many 
comprehensive community plans but rarely implemented properly or fully 
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13The Canadian Planning Context

(Alexander 2009; Faludi 2006; Guyadeen 2018; Seasons 2003b; Stevens 2013). 
Various reasons suggest why. Many planners, especially in local government, 
operate under chronic resource constraints, with time, expertise, and fund-
ing in short supply. Governments o"en focus on plan administration and 
development review, rather than on policy and research. Planning depart-
ments might not have the technical expertise to design and administer evalu-
ation processes. There could be problems associated with data collection and 
analysis. Corporate cultures might discourage evaluation and concentrate 
on audit and performance measurement obligations instead. The list of ob-
stacles is long and daunting (Alexander 2005; Seasons 2003a). Planners also 
o"en find themselves on the defensive, criticized for creating expensive and 
time-consuming processes that can generate uneven benefits and costs to a 
community – and for generally being obstructive. Those in the profession are 
well aware of these and many other perceived shortcomings (Healey 1992). 

Nevertheless, monitoring and evaluation can provide the information and 
context that planners, planning departments, decision makers, and stake-
holders all need to make informed, evidence-based decisions about what 
plans should contain and how to implement them. Clearly, the challenge is 
to design and implement evaluation processes that won’t add to the workload 

0123#& -.-!"The plan-making cycle
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14 Who Does What 

or work complexity of resource-constrained planning departments. In short, 
a pragmatic approach is needed (Hoch 2002). 

A plan is also expected to have demonstrable benefit. That entails being 
able to determine its merit (the desirability of its goals) and worth (the bene-
fits relative to alternative solutions). Identifying the benefits, as Pal (2006) 
suggests, involves figuring out whether a plan’s goals have been achieved or 
how far it fell short of them, and what might be done to improve the results. 
This approach suggests focusing on both the continued operation of a plan 
and its ultimate outcomes. That’s particularly important in a public-sector 
environment that requires planning departments to compete aggressively 
for limited resources. The policy and legal context in which planning takes 
place in Canada is therefore a key consideration.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE PL ANNING POLICY SYSTEM 

The Canadian Constitution (1982) interprets planning as a provincial or ter-
ritorial responsibility. To address and guide that responsibility, provinces 
and territories have created planning frameworks that share a set of common 

characteristics but reflect the unique needs 
of each jurisdiction. Typically, legislation 
such as a Planning Act, Municipal Act, or 
a similar instrument directs planning prac-
tices and processes across the province or 
territory, along with the types and content 
of policy plans. Other legislation, such as 
an Environment Act, may complement and 

strengthen planning law. The top level of government generally delegates 
many land-use planning powers to local government. Municipalities in turn 
adhere to a policy hierarchy; lower-level plans must be consistent with and 
conform to the directions provided by higher-level plans (Figure 1.2). 

Policy plans must contain all the elements appropriate to their level in the 
hierarchy. Higher-level plans comprise a vision, goals, objectives, and policies; 
lower-level plans provide details about how to operationalize those elements. 
Really good plans communicate the community’s values and aspirations in 
understandable terms. 

Regional-scale, comprehensive community, 
district, subdivision, and site plans aren’t the 
only policy instruments in the planners’ tool-
box, but they are the primary outputs of the 
planning policy process. 
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15The Canadian Planning Context

Most Canadian provinces and territories have some version of a regional- 
scale plan that sits at the top of the policy plan hierarchy. These deal with 
issues that can be provincial or sub-provincial and community-wide in scale 
and scope. At the local government level, more finely detailed land-use plan-
ning takes place, as community plans, district plans, subdivision plans, and 
site plans are prepared and reviewed. What goes into a regional-scale plan 
can vary, reflecting the very considerable di!erences in geographic scale  
and complexity of issues and priorities across parts of the country. In Brit-
ish Columbia and Alberta, for example, the entire province is covered by a 
regional-scale plan. In more populous Ontario, the provincial government 
has established two meta-regional-scale policy plans to guide regional and 
local growth management. Additionally, conventional regional-scale plans 
exist at the county or regional government level (Cullingworth 2015; Hodge, 
Gordon, and Shaw 2021).

0123#& -.4!"Hierarchy of plans
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16 Who Does What 

The purpose of a second-tier plan – the comprehensive community plan – is 
to provide more detailed goals, objectives, and policies than a regional-scale 
plan does. The genus encompasses a wide variety of names: the o#cial plan, 
o#cial community plan, development plan, municipal development plan, 
municipal plan and, in Quebec, the plan d’urbanisme. Although they are 
called something di!erent in each province and territory, plans at this level 
all provide a community-level perspective on planning matters and are estab-
lished for cities, towns, and rural communities. Community plans outline land- 
use goals, objectives, and policies in quite broad terms that can be translated 
by lower level plans into more precise and operational terms. Typically, the 
community plan is informed by, and includes content about, issues such as 
housing, economic development, and infrastructure (OECD 2017). 

The third level in the planning hierarchy is the district plan. Again, the 
names vary across Canada: the secondary plan, area development plan (for 
greenfield areas), area redevelopment plan (for previously developed areas), 
local area plan or, in Quebec, the programme particulier d’urbanisme. The pur-
pose is to interpret the higher-level goals, objectives, and policies of the com-
munity plan and put them into terms that can guide land-use planning at 
the sub-urban (i.e., neighbourhood) scale. District plans provide guidance 
about the type and location of urban infrastructure, major land uses, and 
key characteristics of the district (Cullingworth 2015). 

Subdivision plans occur at the fourth level of policy in the planning hier-
archy and direct the development of previously undeveloped lands. Sub-
division plans typically comprise maps and narrative that frame the layout, 
structure, and nature of major infrastructure (roads, services) and land uses 
(residential, non-residential, open space). At this level of land-use planning, 
the shape of a new community starts to emerge in su#cient detail to guide 
land development. The subdivision plan acts as an essential bridge between 
the general ideas contained in higher-order policy plans and precise guid-
ance on land use and development.

Finally, site plans provide the most detailed land-use direction in the 
Canadian planning hierarchy, guided by subdivision plans and zoning by-
laws. Site plans are precise, describing the proposed development of single 
lots. They cover details such as the location of buildings on a property, set-
backs from the street or adjacent properties, site drainage, the placement of 
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17The Canadian Planning Context

parking lots and driveway, and easements for utilities. Issues of urban design 
can be addressed in these plans (Hodge, Gordon, and Shaw 2021; Parker and 
Doak 2012).

STAGES IN THE PL AN-MAKING PROCESS

The development of a comprehensive community plan typically reflects the 
rational comprehensive planning process: a logical sequence of fact finding 
and reflection, with opportunities for feedback loops. Lyles, Berke, and Smith 
(2016, 387) describe six stages – in reality an iterative and recursive process 
– from plan formulation to adoption, implementation, and finally evaluation:

1 The plan is developed and adopted by local government. 
2 Implementation of required or recommended policies begins, reflecting 

the influence of the plan and the beginning of conformance. 
3 Policies adopted in conformance with the plan are carried out through 

day-to-day implementation activities. Over time, conformance increases 
as additional policies recommended in the plan are adopted.

4 Ongoing policy implementation leads to outcomes envisaged in the 
plan, such as changes in land-use patterns or capital investment.

5 Impacts on the physical, social, and economic conditions of the com-
munity become evident. 

6 Monitoring and evaluation of the plan and implementation process are 
conducted, perhaps prompting revisions to implementation activities or 
to the plan itself. 

While the sequence is open to interpretation, 
plan making is always presented as a multi-stage and 
iterative process of design and application; earlier 
stages guide subsequent stages, and later stages o!er 
opportunities to revisit assumptions about goals, ob-
jectives, and analysis. Plan making is thus continu-
ous and organic, rather than static. This is especially 
the case for the plan monitoring and evaluation 
stage, which is both ongoing and episodic. 

Evaluation occurs at two points  
in the plan-making cycle: when 
determining the solution paths  
that will become key elements of 
implementation; and once the plan 
has been in operation long enough 
to allow a proper evaluation of 
performance. 
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Generally, the plan-making process should provide opportunities for the 
meaningful participation of diverse community stakeholders at every stage. 
A stakeholder is anyone or any entity whose interests may be a!ected by 
planning decisions, or who themselves could a!ect planning decisions and 
outcomes (Berke et al. 2006; Siegel 2010). Further, a plan should include stra-
tegic initiatives, priorities, responsibilities, resources, and a monitoring and 
evaluation protocol. 

Stage 1: Begin at the Beginning
The process begins with a problem or opportunity that needs resolution  
and action. The issue might have been assigned to planning sta! by deci-

sion makers, clients, or stakeholders, or 
planners may have identified it themselves 
in the course of research, based on their 
under  standing of the planning context. 
The prompt might simply be a legislative 
requirement to meet provincial expecta-
tions in local planning. 

The first stage is absolutely crucial be-
cause the choice and definition of the issue will drive the rest of the 
plan-making process. Accordingly, the participants – whether a community 
stakeholder, planner, or end user (typically an organizational decision maker) 
– must reach consensus about the desired state the plan is intended to achieve. 
It is then possible to articulate an over-arching statement of purpose, along 
with broad goals related to specific subjects such as housing, economy, or 
heritage. 

A vision statement is o"en created for the plan. The vision statement is 
usually aspirational, describing the desired future that the community hopes 
to achieve over the life of the plan. It may express such themes as sustainable 
development, enhanced quality of life, and/or a healthy community. Cra"ing 
a vision statement should be a highly inclusive, participatory exercise with 
meaningful opportunities for participation for community stakeholders (see 
Shipley 2002). The statement is not usually formally monitored and evalu-
ated as part of the plan evaluation process, but it may be revised depending 
in response to recommendations arising from evaluation.

It’s necessary but insu"cient to prepare  
a plan that meets the minimal legislated 
requirements. It’s far better to craft a plan 
that has several functions and addresses  
the needs of various stakeholders. 
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Goals are then established as the first step in bringing the vision to life. A 
goal is a higher-order intention to which planning actions are designed to 
contribute. Goals are written in a general way, with a broadly stated articu-
lation of what the plan should achieve. These goals are cra"ed for each of 
the thematic areas/sectors that are addressed in the plan – i.e., housing, trans-
portation, economic development, etc. Goals can be interpreted as desired 
outcomes in plan evaluation terms. As with the vision statement, goals 
should emerge from consultations with stakeholders.

Objectives are then cra"ed as the first step in operationalizing the stated 
goals. An objective is a demonstration of the intended direction and out-
comes of the plan. A target is a more precise expression of the planning 
intervention; in other words, it represents 
a desired measurable amount of change 
over a definable period. Generally, object-
ives are developed by policy planners or 
expert sta! from other municipal depart-
ments, as the people who best understand 
the mechanics of operationalizing goals. 

Goals and objectives must be written so 
they can be evaluated as much as practic-
able in order to determine the type and 
extent of change created by the plan. At a 
minimum, they have to be translatable into actions that are captured in the 
implementation strategy, and then monitored and evaluated. Goals and ob-
jectives can be revised and refined as participants consider information and 
analysis emerging from subsequent stages in the process.

Stage 2: Collect and Analyze Data
Once the challenge has been established and the goals and objectives have 
been cra"ed, planning sta! can collect and analyze information to generate 
a base of knowledge about the planning context. Most comprehensive com-
munity plans address issues that a!ect the entire community: housing, trans-
portation, economic development, the environment, and the like.

A planning research program identifies trends and patterns that illumin-
ate the nature of the problem or opportunity and guide how planners develop 

A goal is the desired end state for a planning 
exercise, such as a community with a su"-
cient supply of a!ordable housing. A goal is 
supported, or actualized, by an objective, 
which has both quantitative and temporal 
characteristics. A target makes the plan’s 
goals and objectives measurable, tangible, 
and precise. 

Seasons_final_12-12-2020.indd   19 2020-12-12   3:03:43 PM

Sample Material © UBC Press 2021



20 Who Does What 

strategies to respond. Data can be collected using qualitative or quantitative 
methods, or most likely a mix of the two. Descriptive statistics are commonly 
used, with selective application of inferential statistical methods. Various 
consultation and participation methods are employed to gather the perspec-
tives of community stakeholders. These di!erent types of data give planners 
a sense of the big picture – the broad trends and patterns that could a!ect 
plan content and performance.

Stage 3: Consider Solutions
The next stage involves the consideration of various solution paths. That 
means determining the optimal match between the plan goals and object-
ives and the solutions chosen to achieve them. The solutions must be feas-
ible. They should make e#cient, e!ective use of planning powers and point 
strongly toward the likelihood of successful implementation. 

At this stage of plan making, planners typically use ex ante evaluation – 
simply meaning that it is performed before the plan is implemented – using 
a variety of tools to assess the social, economic, or environmental impact of 
solution options. Planning sta!, allied professions, stakeholders, and end 
users engage in extensive discussion and debate about the choice of inter-
ventions, which could be a combination of more detailed plans, programs, 
policies, and/or projects. Consultation with plan end users and community 
stakeholders complements expert advice revealing insights into strategies 
that have worked or failed in the past, and providing a sense of what the 
community will find palatable.

As with every stage in the plan-making process, buy-in from community 
stakeholders and decision makers is vital. And so is evidence-based analysis 
as the foundation for informed decision making.

Stage 4: Operationalize the Plan
The bundle of appropriate solutions is then put into e!ect, or operational-
ized. This calls for an implementation strategy composed of various elements 
and considerations. Successful implementation depends on several factors:

� clear roles and responsibilities, understood and agreed to by plan 
stakeholders
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� demonstrable political and administrative support
� long-term funding and resource commitments, represented in budget 

line items
� orientation and training for those who are tasked with plan implementa-

tion (e.g., sta! in other departments of local government, plan adminis-
tration specialists)

� education and marketing campaigns targeted at external stakeholders 
and the community at large. 

This is the stage at which interventions are prioritized and launched accord-
ingly, with ongoing monitoring and evaluation, sometimes called process 
evaluation.

Of course, implementation is guided by the plan-making process and 
must be considered from the outset. There is an art to translating goals and 
objectives into actions. A clear link – or vertical integration – should be es-
tablished between goals and objectives, and then the supportive actions that 
emerge from these higher-level directions. The role of each implementation 
tool in realizing the plan must be clear, and these tools can be clustered as 
follows: 

Policy planning. Interpretive secondary or neighbourhood plans, subdiv-
ision plans, and area redevelopment plans translated the intentions of 
the comprehensive plan into more tangible, indicative terms. 

Regulatory tools. Land-use bylaws, zoning bylaws, urban design guidelines, 
heritage and environmental legislation, and building permits establish 
legal obligations and sanctions for actions associated with plan 
implementation. 

Programs and projects. Infrastructure and public works should be consistent 
with, and advance, the plan’s goals and objectives. 

Financial tools. Tax increment financing and various development charges 
provide the funding for many initiatives. 

Complementary tools. Plans and policies created and managed by other 
departments and communication and education programs need to be 
consistent with the plan.
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Stage 5: Monitor and Evaluate Performance
In the important last stage, plan performance over time is assessed. A com-
prehensive assessment – a summative or ex post evaluation – takes place once 
the plan has been in place for long enough to ascertain its results. This could 
take five or ten years or even longer, depending on the decision-making en-
vironment (the information needed to make e!ective decisions), the nature 
of change in the community, and the time required to implement the inter-
ventions. Of course, monitoring and evaluation can occur much sooner, 
such as annually or semi-annually, in order to generate some measures of 
performance and identify plan elements that ought to be revised. Plan evalu-
ation can thus take place on two levels within di!erent timeframes.

Plan monitoring and evaluation processes rely on a foundation of appro-
priate indicators that point to something meaningful about the plan: what’s 
going well or poorly. Indicators must be selected, refined, and tested up-
stream, or early, in the plan-making process, because they are closely linked 
to the goals, objectives, and various components of implementation. And to 

0123#& -.5!"Foundations of evaluation 
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avoid putting the cart before the horse, the plan therefore has to be designed 
and written in a manner that facilitates monitoring and evaluation – some-
times more art than science. In other words, while indicators are the basis for 
monitoring, and evaluation, they are interconnected with them and these 
key elements inform one another (Figure 1.3). Nevertheless, creating a mon-
itoring and evaluation structure and process is a crucial part of plan making, 
and it has to be done properly to generate useful, meaningful information. 

RATIONALIT Y VERSUS UNCERTAINT Y

The planning process can be neatly described in stages, but planners – like 
everyone else – operate in a world characterized by uncertainty, turbulence, 
and complexity. In 1973, Horst Rittel and Melvin Webber created the sem-
inal work on this issue with an exploration of policy and planning scenarios 
that they termed “wicked.” A wicked problem is one that is di#cult to de-
fine and inherently impossible to solve, and in planning terms they share ten 
common characteristics:

� The problem cannot be formulated definitively.
� The problem is unique.
� The problem has good or bad solutions, not true or false solutions.
� There are no immediate or ultimate tests for solutions to the problem.
� Solutions cannot be reached through trial and error but must work on a 

single attempt.
� The problem lacks criteria that would indicate all solutions have been 

identified.
� There is no rule that determines when a solution has been found.
� Any wicked problem can be considered the symptom of another 

problem.
� Any discrepancies in a wicked problem can be explained in multiple ways.
� Planners are responsible for the outcomes that result from the actions 

they take. They have no right to be wrong.

The work of Rittel and Webber challenged an article of faith for planners 
that had persisted until the mid-1960s, that comprehensive planning analysis, 
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expressed in the familiar and widely used rational comprehensive model, 
could do two things:

� confidently and clearly articulate planning issues; and 
� guide appropriate responses based on the analysis provided by technical 

rationality (a reliance on facts, not perceptions). 

As Patsy Healey (2009, 32) notes, this assumed that testing and scientific re-
search methods could elucidate laws of behaviour. We now know that is 
highly unlikely.

The tendency to believe strongly in rationality is understandable. As de 
Roo and Porter (2007, 3) explain, planners are under constant pressure to 
produce results in circumstances that frequently involve a high degree of 
conflict. While o"en appropriate for relatively simple challenges, however, 
technical rationality by itself has proved inadequate when the issues are 
complex. Nonetheless, in its guise as the rational comprehensive method, 
technical rationality remains the backbone of planning, making an integral 
contribution to decision-making processes.

A considerable literature about wicked problems has followed over the 
years (Glasser 1998; Hartmann 2012; Head and Alford 2015; Innes 1995). 
There have been calls to embrace, or at least be comfortable with, the pros-
pect of uncertainty and change, and to accept (if not embrace) the reality 
of operating and making decisions with incomplete information and in un-
certain environments (Abbott 2005; Miller 2007; Ney and Verweij 2015;  
Rae and Wong 2012). De Roo (2007, 117) argues that most planning issues 
are neither simple nor complex but located somewhere on a spectrum or 
within a matrix of complexity. Planners may practise in turbulent decision- 
making environments full of complex issues to be managed, such as climate 
change, or in more placid environments with less complex issues, such as 
infrastructure projects (Figure 1.4). 

FORCES OF CHANGE AND ASSOCIATED TRENDS

E!ective planners have the ability to master the big picture – to envisage the 
implications of change and associated trends and anticipate new directions. 
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Preparing for the threats and opportunities that possible futures present rep-
resents another version of monitoring: tracking and assessing the repercus-
sions of change in order to maintain the integrity and relevance of a plan. 

Certain high-level, large-scale trends – the constants – can be predicted 
with some confidence. These factors are interrelated and can be mutually 
reinforcing. For example, we know that the climate crisis has arrived. En-
vironmental issues will be a serious intergenerational issue for Canada, and 
indeed globally, for decades to come, necessitating strategic and informed 
planning. We also know that society is aging at a dramatic rate, and that Can-
ada is becoming increasingly multicultural and diverse, especially in larger 
urban centres. The economic structure is in flux, with some regions and com-
munities a!ected more than others. Our system of democracy seems stable, 
although in many countries the political landscape is highly dynamic. In 
both cases, traditional political parties and ideas are under strain in the face 
of ideologies such as populism and neoliberalism, and voter engagement is 

0123#& -.6!"The decision-making environment | Source: Adapted from Leong (2010).

Seasons_final_12-12-2020.indd   25 2020-12-12   3:03:43 PM

Sample Material © UBC Press 2021



26 Who Does What 

a challenge. Technological innovations and their widespread use continue to 
a!ect all aspects of our lives, with varying benefits or, too o"en, costs. 

While many directions are possible, seven key forces of change exert an 
especially significant impact on communities and, by extension, on planning: 
environmental, demographic, sociocultural, economic, political/ideological, 
institutional, and technological. 

Environmental Factors
There’s no doubt: we are in trouble as a planet and as a species. Climate 
change must be considered the driver of just about all change in our life-
times. The science is irrefutable and the impacts are global. Our climate has 
changed dramatically, and so have local and regional weather patterns as a 
result. Climate change reflects a warming planet, which is caused by a dra-
matic build-up of greenhouse gases (GHG) through energy consumption in 
the form of fossil fuels such as natural gas, petroleum, coal, and hydrocarbon 
gas liquids. The emissions are caused by transportation of all kinds, indus-
trial activity, large-scale agriculture, energy production, and heating.

Changing climate and weather patterns can have severe consequences: 
more significant and frequent drought and flooding, extreme heat, large-
scale forest fires, diseases, and o"en irreversible damage to delicately balanced 
ecosystems. Reliable access to usable water is becoming a major con cern in 
many parts of the globe. Sadly, the lives of the poorest will be made worse 
by climate change, which means that interventions and responses – includ-
ing those of planning – must be not only e#cient and e!ective but also 
equitable.

Nations and communities are attempting to mitigate the amount of 
GHG emissions at source and adapt to the e!ects of climate change. These 
actions necessitate a sound understanding of the phenomenon and its impli-
cations for communities, and the development of strategies to guide re-
sponses. The planning profession can demonstrate leadership by designing 
and facilitating the adaptation planning process, and by addressing the cli-
mate change implications for issues such as land use, water management, 
environmental conservation, and infrastructure.

Environmental degradation, pollution, and rapid development are critic-
ally important issues to urban and regional planners across Canada. Cities 
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and city-regions are not self-sustaining, autonomous entities. Their econ-
omies, transportation systems, and residents depend on a cheap and reli-
able supply of energy, food, and raw materials from their hinterlands and 
beyond. Cities are major consumers of natural resources and polluters of air, 
water, and soil, with consequences for adjacent rural regions and natural 
environments. While larger cities clearly exert a greater impact on the en-
vironment than smaller ones, cities of all sizes can generate a negative e!ect. 
Indeed, the environmental damage caused by cities can extend beyond the 
artificial construct of their political boundaries to have regional, national, 
and global consequences – for example, in air and water quality and climate 
change. 

Urbanization has a tremendous impact on the land in and adjacent to 
cities, as rural or natural lands are given over to housing, o#ces, transporta-
tion, and industry. Urban land uses – particularly low-density developments 
– spill over into adjacent areas. It’s expensive to provide the services, amen-
ities, and infrastructure that economic and population growth rely on.
Quite o"en, growth occurs quickly and demand for services exceeds the sup-
ply of resources. Maintaining and upgrading existing services and infra-
structure is a major challenge for Canadian cities, o"en more significant and
worrisome than constructing new infrastructure. This compounds the prob-
lems faced by disenfranchised people in our communities.

The environmental externalities – in this case externality is the negative 
impact of an outside force – created by decades of sustained and rapid urban 
economic and population growth are o"en addressed in Canadian planning 
and decision-making systems. Urban plans and supportive environmental 
legislation, such as environmental assessment regulations – combined with 
a shi" from manufacturing to a knowledge-based economy – have contrib-
uted to better air and water quality in many Canadian cities. Progressive 
jurisdictions have embraced and institutionalized growth management con-
cepts such as smart growth, which advocates mixed-use development and 
concentrating growth in compact, walkable centres to avoid sprawl. Never-
theless, planners must be vigilant: urban sprawl and unplanned growth con-
tinue to a!ect outlying natural areas, in the process consuming agricultural 
land, damaging important wetlands, and destroying habitat that is needed 
to sustain biodiversity.
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