
whose cases are heard at the end of a long
agenda. 

As a good rule of thumb, most com-
mission meetings should last no more than
three hours. They should all start within
five minutes of the agreed-upon time and
end accordingly. 
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How to Recognize and Relieve Burnout
by Elaine Cogan

welcome being given responsibility when
that particular issue is discussed.

One format expected to fit all situations.
Aside from formal hearings whose proce-
dures are probably written down in state
statute or the community’s code, you
probably can be more flexible and innova-
tive in your meeting style. If you are hold-
ing a work session not leading to a
decision, try getting down off the dais and
around a conference table. Invite affected
citizens to join you. Use graphs and charts
creatively by giving members marking
pens and working together for solutions.
Consider how different meeting formats
can help you reach good decisions. There
is no one “right way” for all situations.

The big picture. Fatigue, boredom, and
burnout are more likely if you rarely have
the chance to look at the larger overriding
issues — to consider the distinct values of
your community and how they can be
enhanced by planning. Give yourselves
time at a retreat or an informal setting
where you can talk frankly without the
pressures of having to make still another
decision.

Is burnout inevitable? No. Can it be
solved by arbitrary term limits? Unlikely,
because each of us has a different tolerance
level. Can it be avoided or turned around?
Most likely. But, if you try at least some of
the above and they do not work for you,
do not consider it a personal failure. Be
proud of the contributions you have made
and know when it is time to move on. �

Elaine Cogan, partner in
the Portland, Oregon, plan-
ning and communications
firm of Cogan Owens Cogan,
is a consultant to many com-
munities undertaking strate-
gic planning or visioning
processes. Her column ap-
pears in each issue of the
Planning Commissioners
Journal.

Which kind of planning com-
missioner are you? An old-timer
who has served for years but still  
has the energy and interest you had at the
beginning of your tenure; a new member
eager to learn and contribute; someone
who has served awhile and still feels there
is much to learn; or, no matter what your
tenure, are you bored, beleaguered, or just
burned out?

To be honest, it is impossible to expect
every commission meeting to be exciting
and challenging, but if you rarely find
them stimulating, you have three choices:
change your attitude, try to change how
things are done, or resign. The following
are some common complaints — and sug-
gestions for dealing with them.

Different players / same old debates. This
time, it may be Jane Smith instead of John
Jones who is complaining about a seem-
ingly onerous planning regulation, but the
issue is likely to be somewhat the same. It
is easy to be bored or disinterested if you
approach the issue from a purely regulato-
ry standpoint where there is a “right” and a
“wrong.” But there is another way. Put
yourself in the applicant’s shoes, remem-
bering that one of your major contribu-
tions to good planning is your layperson’s
perspective. 

If everything were cut and dried, staff
could make all the decisions. But there are
nuances that make each situation different.
By challenging yourself to find them, you
can react to even the most routine matters
with enlivened interest. Moreover, by the
individuality you apply to the discussion,
the applicants feel that someone really is
listening.

Meetings ... too frequent and too long.
Many planning commission meetings do
not begin anywhere near the appointed
time and go on hours past the endurance
and ability to make good decisions of even
the most dedicated commissioner. This is
unfair to citizens as well, especially those

YOU HAVE THREE
CHOICES: CHANGE YOUR

ATTITUDE, TRY TO
CHANGE HOW THINGS
ARE DONE, OR RESIGN. 

Does this appear sensible but not pos-
sible in your case? Look closely at a typical
agenda. Do you routinely schedule too
many matters that require lengthy debate
and testimony? Do you take a linear
approach — scheduling old business, new
business, etc., so that tough new issues are
taken up when you and the citizens are too
tired and grouchy? 

Look critically at how you conduct busi-
ness. Do members discipline themselves
about speaking succinctly and to the topic?
Try some new approaches. Be more realis-
tic about what can be taken up in three
hours and hold shorter, more focused
meetings. Turn the agenda around so that
the most difficult or controversial issues
are considered when you are fresh and
alert. Appoint subcommittees to deal with
issues that require in-depth scrutiny and
report back at a later date. Not to be for-
gotten: each member’s responsibility to
keep to the subject and not waste time.

Unchanging roles and responsibilities.
Only one person should be in charge of
each meeting, but it may be refreshing to
rotate this responsibility even if you have a
permanent chair. Over time, some mem-
bers are likely to become experts in one or
more facets of planning and would 




