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Who Hires Your Planning Director?
by Elaine Cogan

est groups and be a good listener and
communicator.

• The individual should have suffi-
cient understanding of planning and
planning issues to articulate them well
and champion them to others. Interest-
ingly, in Portland, only the planners
insisted that their new planning director
must be a professional planner. Others
had different priorities. The architects,
for example, said that the individual
should have a strong interest in design.
Neighborhood activists wanted to hire

someone sympathetic to their concerns.
Businesspeople desired someone ground-
ed in “practical” realities. The planning
commission looked for a visionary. Obvi-
ously, the size of your planning depart-
ment is a consideration when any criteria
are considered. It is more important that
a one-person or small office have a pro-
fessional planner in charge than in a larg-
er community where the generalist can
head the department and oversee the
technical planners.

• Another attribute suggested by
Portland citizens is that the planning
director be able to work well within the
political structure of the community as
well as with the planning board mem-
bers. As noted previously, you should not
want an individual who is unwilling to
provide leadership, but you will be ill-
served by anyone who is not flexible or
respectful of community attitudes or

mores, especially as articu-
lated by the board and the
elected leadership.

As this is writ-
ten, Portland has
just hired the
most ideal candi-
date it could
find. While he
does have pro-
fessional plan-
ner credentials,
he will be expected
to be more the “outside” person than the
day-to-day manager of the planning
department. The community has high
hopes.

In the Portland selection process,
planning commission members were one
group among equals. They did not play
the dominant role in the selection,
though they certainly were involved. It
has not yet been decided how or if mem-
bers will play a part in the evaluation
process six months or a year from now.

Is your current planning director ful-
filling the desires of your community and
exerting appropriate leadership when
needed? Are you able to work together
on most issues and resolve the difficult
ones? Is this particular mix of profession-
al planner/lay commission members
working?

Those with ultimate hiring and firing
authority would do well to consider your
insights and advice.�
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The planning function in your
community is best served if the
lay board and the professional 
planners generally speak with one voice
in the public arena. This is not meant to
imply that there should never be honest
differences of opinion or that you may
not have to overrule a staff recommenda-
tion. But the disagreement should always
be about substance, not personal prefer-
ences or prejudices.

This is accomplished more readily if
the board has some say in the hiring and
subsequent evaluation of the perfor-
mance of your planning director or prin-
cipal planner. Although in most
communities, the elected officials or the
professional manager make the final
choice, planning commissioners should
be represented in the process. 

You assumedly were appointed to
your position because you can be trusted
to make reasoned planning decisions or
recommendations. From that vantage,
you can make valuable contributions to
the hiring or retention process of the 
key planning professional who has the
responsibility to guide the planning
process.

What attributes should you look for
in a new planning director or include in
the evaluation of your current one? I
recently facilitated a series of community
forums in Portland, Oregon to give a
broad range of citizens a chance to rec-
ommend the traits the mayor should
consider when hiring for this key 
position. Businesspeople, community
activists, architects, planners, and others
responded with many ideas you may find
applicable in your community.

• There was general consensus that
the ideal planning director be able to
understand and articulate the aims and
aspirations of the many different aspects
of the community. He or she should be
willing to reach beyond traditional inter-
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