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C A N  Y O U  H E A R  M E  I N  B A C K ?

Why are You a Planning Commissioner?
by Ric Stephens

Editor’s Note: We’re pleased to welcome
Ric Stephens as a new PCJ columnist. Ric
has served as planning commissioner in
three cities where he’s lived. Ric will also be
the instructor for an online training course
we’re developing with Planetizen.

Have you asked yourself this
question? Do you know the answer?

The time required to be an effective
planning commissioner can be enor-
mous, and a true understanding of your
motivations will make this effort more
meaningful to you and your community. 

In the classic book, The Job of the
Planning Commissioner, Albert Solnit
wrote: “Someone who can serve the
long-range interests of a community,
unbound by election promises, political
expediency, or narrow interests is the
definition of the good planning commis-
sioner.”

Although there are as many reasons as
there are planning commissioners, yours
is probably a combination of three broad
categories:
• Professional Development 

& Self-Actualization 
• Personal & Group Special Interests
• Civic Engagement & Civil Service

Professional Development & 
Self Actualization – The Student of Life

Many planning commissioners view
the planning commission as a means to
become more self-actualized – to reach
their personal growth potential in ways
that are unavailable to them in their per-
sonal and professional lives. 

Parallel to this are the commissioners
who participate as a way to further their
professional knowledge and skills. These
are the commissioners who have a back-
ground in land-related professions rang-
ing from architects to realtors. For these
commissioners, the planning board pro-
vides valuable learning experiences. 

For the “Student of Life” the public
hearing is a classroom for civic instruc-
tion and professional real-world training.
In turn, these commissioners often pro-
vide perspectives that include technical
expertise and openness to new ideas.

addition to this desire for civic engage-
ment, almost all commissioners have a
desire to provide a true civil service. 

The “Citizen Activist” gives his or her
time and effort to help make the commu-
nity a better place for current and future
residents. These commissioners seek to
understand their community’s values and
make recommendations that reflect these
needs and desires – they strive to be the
community conscience.

A MIX OF MOTIVATIONS

Rarely does a single label describe a
commissioner, and motivations also vary
from case to case. Nevertheless, an
understanding of these motivations may
improve your satisfaction level and, more
importantly, increase your value to the
commission and community. Here are
two suggestions for your consideration:

1. Recognize and reevaluate the rea-
sons that drive your participation and
shape your decision-making.

2. Reconcile your personal objectives
with the needs of the commission and
the community.

Like many of you, I’m a bit of all
three. I see the commission as a laborato-
ry for planning practice. But there are
also times when I have strong personal
interests that I will champion. And I’m
always aware that our commission deci-
sions and recommendations must help
design a better community. ◆

Ric Stephens  is a Prin-
cipal with Alpha Commu-
nity Development, where
he is responsible for com-
munity design services
with an emphasis on green
development. Ric has edited
two books: the Internation-
al Planning Organizations
directory and the Plannerese Dictionary available
from: <www.trafford.com>. He lives with his wife
June in Beaverton, Oregon, where he also serves on
the City Planning Commission.

FOR MANY, THE PLANNING
COMMISSION IS AN

OPPORTUNITY TO BECOME
MORE INTEGRATED AND

INVOLVED IN THE
COMMUNITY. 

Personal & Group Special Interests 
– The Advocate

For those with a passion for a special
interest, the planning commission serves
as a forum to express one’s point of view
and try to effect desired change. Personal
interests may span the spectrum and may
come from an experience with a neigh-
bor to a hobby; from something as broad
as private property rights to as focused as
preservation of an individual species’
habitat. Group interests include political,
religious, ethnic, gender, age and more. 

Although the most effective planning
commissioners are not bound by their
own special interests, a healthy diversity
of interests makes a better commission.
The “Advocate” sometimes sees the plan-
ning commission as an early step in
political aspirations as evidenced by the
large number of councilors and legisla-
tors who began their political career as a
planning commissioner. These commis-
sioners can bring an energizing aware-
ness and passion to the commission.

Civic Engagement & Civil Service 
– The Citizen Activist

For many, the planning commission is
an opportunity to become more integrat-
ed and involved in the community. In


