
4

P L A N N I N G  C O M M I S S I O N E R S  J O U R N A L  /  N U M B E R  8 3  /  S U M M E R  2 0 1 1

More often than not, we put the facts
out there and then become frustrated
when the converts don’t flock to our
camp. In doing so, we have overlooked
our most powerful communication tool:
story.

Story is the universal human lan-
guage. We think in story. We form our
attitudes about the world around us in
story. We use the stories we tell ourselves
to justify our opinions. And before we
can influence others’ opinions about an
issue or propel them to action, we need
to tell compelling stories that make the
facts accessible to them. 

T H E  P L A N N I N G  C O M M I S S I O N  AT  W O R K

Inviting Them In: 
USING STORY AS A PLANNING TOOL

by Lisa Hollingsworth-Segedy, AICPIn previous columns, Jim and I have included
numerous applications of story in your job as
Planning Commissioner. From debriefing meet-
ings, to building cohesion among your mem-
bers, to helping interpret the implications of
your comprehensive plan’s data, story is a pow-
erful but underutilized planning tool. This col-
umn is an abridged version of a session I
presented at the 2011 Nebraska Planning and
Zoning Association Conference.

In the early ‘90s, I was working
with an urban-rural fringe com-
munity that was in the path of 
growth. The community recognized their
need for a new zoning ordinance that
would promote their small-town identity
while still accommodating new develop-
ment. 

I had reviewed all the data, analyzed
land use patterns, and calculated various
ratios of land use categories to create
development scenarios. I provided neat
handouts and colorful maps. But the pro-
ject was, frustratingly, going nowhere.
Despite all the facts, analyses, and care-
fully-drawn scenarios, we were all at log-
gerheads. The project deadline was
looming, the budget was growing thin,
and from all appearances, we were still a
long way from the new ordinance. 

The data simply weren’t telling the
story the community needed to hear.

The facts DON’T speak for them-
selves. Planners are trained as scientists,
taught to emphasize statistics, invento-
ries, trends, analyses, and projections.
Our job is to help ensure that communi-
ty decisions are rational, and the link
between current conditions and future
solutions is logically defensible. But the
facts alone don’t provide what planning
staff and planning commissioners need
to do their jobs effectively – to com-
pellingly communicate the issues to the
public, and to draw citizens into mean-
ingful involvement that translates into
dynamic results. 

twice as important as talking.” As repre-
sentatives of local government, this is
particularly important to remember. The
act of listening to someone’s story allows
them to listen to it as well – this is
empowerment at the most basic level. It
also builds the community’s trust in you
as a planning commissioner, empower-
ing you as a community advocate for
sound and equitable decisions.

Stories we should hear. A few years
ago, Jim was working with a rural Mid-
western community to develop a new
comprehensive plan. The interviews
with elected and appointed officials had
gone well, and the public meetings were
well attended, but the actual usable com-
munity input was sparse. So in an infra-
structure focus group, I asked, “What
was the most exciting day in your town?” 

Right away several folks talked about
the tornado that had hit a few years
before. From their stories of the storm
striking with no warning, residents sud-
denly realized that a storm warning siren
network was an important infrastructure
and public safety need they had over-
looked when writing their new plan. 

Though my approach was informal, it
is an example of a “story circle” – a facil-
itator-led, small group telling short sto-
ries on a specific subject of common
interest. Story circle is a technique that
can not only help you gather information
that is not accessible through other
means, but also strengthen community
bonds by bringing shared concerns,
experiences, and goals to light. 

In a story circle, speakers are each
allowed three minutes to tell their story,
after which the group takes a short time
to reflect, share, and reach consensus on
community goals or actions. The end
result: citizens and community groups
that have a heartfelt personal stake in the
plan and support consistent plan-driven
projects and decision-making. To learn

When you are considering how to
move a new comprehensive plan or a
new zoning ordinance from inception to
completion, you may be thinking, “We
don’t have time to tell stories. We already
have too many meetings and they always
last too long.” Taking the time to tell and
hear stories is the key for effective infor-
mation-gathering, consensus-building,
and community-strengthening. 

Story can directly contribute to
streamlined meetings and making your
planning commission more effective as
an advisory body. Story is also a highly
effective approach for community plan
organization and presentation.

Story = teller + listener. My grand-
mother used to tell me, “We have two
ears and one mouth because listening is



• They should fearlessly explore both
negative and positive aspects of the com-
munity, recognizing that negative situa-
tions or conditions frequently provide
the greatest opportunities for positive
outcomes. Elements of community chal-
lenge, such as recovering after a disaster,
are important elements of a community’s
story and frequently help it redefine
itself. In addition, your plan should tell
“what happens next.” 

Every new plan or plan update is an
opportunity to tell the next chapter in
your community’s collective story. If you
prepare the plan as your community’s
story and not simply as a collection of
data with some broad goals, you will
increase the chances of it becoming a ref-
erence manual rather than an end prod-
uct that sits unused on a shelf. ◆

Lisa Hollingsworth-Segedy is
a certified planner and a pro-
fessional storyteller. She
believes that the shortest dis-
tance between two people is a
story, and that story is the
most powerful tool available
to community planners and
planning commissioners.

more about storytelling approaches 
in community planning, check out the
Orton Foundation’s web site: www.
orton.org.

Stories our plans should tell. Our
comprehensive plans are more than
demographic data, future land use maps,
or collections of goals. Our plans are our
community story. 

• They should relate the outstanding,
noteworthy, and important, as well as the
ordinary and mundane. 

• They should convey what is special
about the place and the people who have
lived there. 

• They should celebrate history and
anticipate the future. 

Online 
Comments:
“I provide workshops for 

planning commissioners and tell many
stories to them during the course of their
training. We are really like a group of 
fishermen swapping stories. But I am also
on a team developing a comp plan for an
area with very contentious political and
social issues. I can see how storytelling
could be like oil on the water. A time-out
when tempers flare. A way to earn trust.”

– Lynn Maloney-Mujica, AICP, Senior 
Planner, ARCADIS U.S., Inc., Baton Rouge,
Louisiana

“The ability to tell a story to which 
people can ‘relate’ at a personal level is
essential in all story telling; in fact, most
of the time it is more powerful than the
most comprehensive data and figures 
you can assemble and present.”

– Enrique Garcia, Planning Commissioner,
City of Alhambra, California

“When I started our Comprehensive
Plan process, we began with what I called
‘listening sessions.’ The town of Bar Har-
bor, Maine, is a series of villages so I went
to the local meeting house in each village,
notified everyone around there to come,
and provided pizza and soda. 

I started the meeting by standing in
front of a blackboard (no PowerPoint,
ultra low-tech) and said ‘what’s so great
about this village’ and ‘why do you live
here’ and filled the blackboard with their
comments.Their stories gave me insights 
I would never have received otherwise.”

– Anne Krieg, Planning and Development
Director, Town of Bar Harbor, Maine

“Bravo Lisa, for such a clear article on 
using stories in planning. At the Orton
Family Foundation we have also found
storytelling to be invaluable in building
empathy towards different points of view
and building bridges between various
groups in town. We just published a short
training video on this topic to inspire
communities to use story: www.orton.org
/resources/hs_handbook/storytelling 
– we also have written resources.”

– Betsy Rosenbluth, Northeast Director 
of Projects, Orton Family Foundation, 
Middlebury, Vermont

Stories We 
Should Tell

by Lisa Hollingsworth-Segedy

My favorite reference on applied story-
telling is The Story Factor by Annette 
Simmons. In it, Simmons explores various
types of stories to tell if we hope to
inspire, persuade, or influence others. 

“Who I Am” and “Why I Am Here”
stories build your trustworthiness with
your audience; they establish your “believ-
ability index.” 

To understand the importance of these
kinds of stories, rewind to the beginning
of the column. When I began working
with the community on their new zoning
ordinance, I introduced myself as the plan-
ner from the regional planning agency
who was there to help them write their
new ordinance. Then I got right down to
business, because there was a lot of work
to do and no time to tell stories. 

Afterwards I realized my mistake. 
I had failed to personally connect with
those present. At the next meeting, I told
the story of how I’d grown up in a town
much like theirs, and had witnessed its
specialness traded piecemeal for sprawl
development. I explained that I really
cared about their town and didn’t want to
see the same thing happen to them. That
was the turning point; in a relatively short
time the planning commission had a solid
draft ordinance.

“Vision,” “Teaching,” and “Values in
Action” stories help link people to a com-
mon vision, and let them understand the
importance of what they’re working on. 

A great example of this kind of story: 
A man was walking by a construction
zone. He asked the first brick mason he
came to what he was doing. “I am laying
bricks,” replied the mason. The man asked
a second worker what he was doing. 
“I am building a wall,” he replied. The
man asked a third worker what he was
doing. “I am building a cathedral.” 

Through story, you have the opportu-
nity to help your community see that in
providing input to a comprehensive plan,
zoning ordinance, or other program, they
are not simply laying bricks, but building
cathedrals.

5

P L A N N I N G  C O M M I S S I O N E R S  J O U R N A L  /  N U M B E R  8 3  /  S U M M E R  2 0 1 1

“WE HAVE TWO EARS AND
ONE MOUTH BECAUSE

LISTENING IS TWICE AS
IMPORTANT AS TALKING.”


