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1

Introduction
THE ADAPTIVE CHALLENGE

As the United States emerged from the COVID-19 pandemic in 2022, city 
planners gathered in San Diego for the National Planning Conference to 
discuss how the profession meets today’s challenges of a rapidly changing 
world. Speaking after a panel, Paul Farmer—a former planning professor, 
city planning director in places such as Pittsburgh and Minneapolis, and 
one-time CEO of the American Planning Association—pressed planners to 
use their training in the “art and science of anticipating the unanticipated”1 
to shape the comprehensive plan of the twenty-first century. In Farmer’s 
view, navigating the future and planning for uncertainty—whether dealing 
with a changing climate, achieving equitable development, or responding to 
a once-in-a-generation pandemic—could be done better. How? By “infusing 
our comprehensive plans with what [planners] offer”: the skill of anticipat-
ing the future, according to Farmer.2

Historically, however, the comprehensive plan promises more than it 
delivers. Planning, as a discipline and as a practice, aspires to rationality, 
coordination, foresight, and public purpose. Comprehensive plans are often 
described in ambitious terms. Yet in practice, plans are often left unimple-
mented, referenced only symbolically, or bypassed altogether in favor of 
more urgent or more politically viable decisions. Too often, comprehensive 
plans are assembled through painstaking staff work and community input, 
only to be forgotten soon after they are adopted.
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This book begins from the premise that the field of planning must take 
this challenge seriously, not just as a management issue or a problem of 
political will but as a foundational challenge. If plans are so often discon-
nected from the outcomes they are intended to shape, then the practice 
must adapt. We must reevaluate the conceptual foundations of planning, 
the structures through which it operates, and the expectations we attach to 
its tools and products.

This is not a book about abandoning the comprehensive plan. On the 
contrary, it is a plea to preserve and improve the comprehensive plan to 
serve communities better. The aim is to strengthen the practice by aligning 
it more honestly with the realities of contemporary urban governance. It 
argues that planning must shift away from a traditional linear model—from 
diagnosis to vision to policies to implementation—and toward a reformed 
model grounded in the realities of complex systems, fragmented governance, 
and entrenched constituencies, as well as the opportunities of focused imple-
mentation, continuous learning, and adaptation. To do this, we need not 
only new methods but also a renewed discussion of theory inside planning 
practice.

Contemporary comprehensive plans draw their lineage from the plan-
ning framework established in the early twentieth century. In that era, 
American cities were growing rapidly, which gave rise to problems such as 
overcrowding, pollution, unsafe housing, and inadequate infrastructure. 
The profession of city planning emerged to bring order to this urban growth. 
Standardized tools quickly followed. The US Department of Commerce’s 
model planning and zoning enabling acts of the 1920s provided cities with 
legal frameworks to create planning commissions, adopt zoning ordinances, 
and prepare comprehensive plans—sometimes called master plans or gen-
eral plans. These early plans focused heavily on the physical layout of cities, 
mapping land uses, transportation networks, parks, and other infrastructure 
to foster orderly development. Despite the importance of the comprehen-
sive plan for guiding a city’s future, its track record over the last century is, 
in truth, “not one that inspires confidence.”3 In fact, the very purpose and 
role of the comprehensive plan have been debated since those early enabling 
acts.4 Navigating an uncertain future is hard enough for cities; it is even 
harder when the purpose and use of the plan are unclear.

I experienced this uncertainty firsthand in 2016, when I began work on 
a new comprehensive plan for the City of Memphis, the city’s first such plan 
in nearly forty years. I had been promoted to deputy director of the Division 
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of Planning and Development for the City of Memphis and Shelby County, 
and part of my charge was to revive a long-range planning office that had 
been eliminated after the Great Recession in 2009. After a lengthy search, 
I assembled a small team of new hires to undertake this historic effort. We 
were enthusiastic but inexperienced. After all, how often does a planner 
get to help craft a new comprehensive plan from scratch? We assumed our 
planning education and training would kick in when needed. Instead, we 
struggled right out of the gate.

We struggled to articulate what a comprehensive plan does and does not 
do for a city. We struggled to explain to residents that although their input 
was vitally important in shaping the plan’s vision, there were some com-
munity problems our planning scope was simply not designed to address. 
We struggled to position our newly restored planning office within a loose 
network of public agencies, authorities, nonprofits, and advocacy groups 
that had each taken on various planning functions of their own over the 
preceding decades without a city plan.

None of this was foretold by our instruction on the rational planning 
model. We had to reconstruct and reinvent the planning process on our 
own to overcome these challenges and adapt to the circumstances at hand. 
In doing so, we found ourselves navigating unfamiliar territory. It turned 
out that we were not trained to anticipate the political environment of com-
prehensive planning or the fragmented landscape of planning authority that 
had developed in the city during the decades when no comprehensive plan 
was in effect.

As it happens, our experience was not unique. Cities and planners have 
struggled with these issues for decades—indeed, these difficulties have 
deterred some cities from attempting comprehensive plans at all. The origi-
nal concept of the plan was fairly straightforward: It outlined the physical 
design elements of a city’s development, and it made sense given the existen-
tial challenges cities faced at the turn of the twentieth century. Early plans 
were logical blueprints focused on physical growth: laying out streets, sub-
dividing land for new single-family neighborhoods, and preventing noxious 
industrial uses from encroaching on homes. But critically, those early plans 
often failed to account for the social, environmental, or economic dimen-
sions of city development. Instead, early planners believed that sound physi-
cal planning would inherently bring about social and economic benefits.

By the mid-twentieth century, a second wave of public planning arose, 
driven by federal requirements that cities adopt general plans to qualify for 
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housing and urban renewal funds. Like the standard acts before it, this was 
another top-down effort to shape local planning priorities, and this expe-
rience proved disruptive in many communities. The heavy-handed urban 
renewal programs of the 1950s and 1960s, most notable for displacing com-
munities and demolishing neighborhoods, generated a public backlash. In 
response, there were growing demands for greater public participation in 
planning and for directly integrating social, economic, and environmental 
issues into what had previously been a mostly physical planning exercise. 
These trends expanded the scope of both the plan and the planning process 
toward a more “comprehensive” approach, at least in theory, setting the 
stage for what we now call comprehensive planning.

A comprehensive plan is often an expression of a community’s optimism, 
idealism, and vision, but the everyday role of public sector planning in many 
cities tends to be far more constrained, often reduced to reacting to market-
driven development proposals. Several factors stand in the way of moving 
from vision to action. Elected leaders often prioritize immediate interests 
and quick wins over long-term goals. Mayors, council members, and other 
officials operate on election cycles, so they may hesitate to commit to a 
twenty-year vision that may not bear fruit until long after their terms. In 
Memphis, a question we often heard was, “After the current mayor’s eight 
years in office, then what?” A new administration could simply change 
course, which made some stakeholders skeptical about the longevity of the 
plan. Such political calculus can undermine consistent follow-through on 
implementing a comprehensive plan.

Cities are eager to stimulate development, grow their tax base, attract 
jobs, and improve property values. But these economic impulses can con-
flict with goals for sustainable and equitable growth. Market forces seldom 
benefit all neighborhoods equally. Without deliberate intervention, some 
areas—often low-income communities or communities of color—can be 
left out of growth or even harmed by it. If a comprehensive plan does not 
address these market realities and disparities, the result may be that devel-
opment continues in its usual uneven pattern, widening inequities despite 
the plan’s stated intentions.

Comprehensive plans can be knocked off course by external events and 
trends, anticipated or unanticipated. The availability (or loss) of state and 
federal funding, swings in the real estate market, emerging public issues 
such as a sudden housing crisis or a new technology—all these larger forces 
can push a city’s priorities in new directions. Planners can find themselves 
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constantly reacting to the crisis or trend of the day. In such an environment, 
sticking to a long-range plan is difficult; implementation gets steered by 
immediate pressures rather than the plan’s long-term vision.

Finally, the ability to implement a comprehensive plan is usually spread 
across a web of actors. City departments, regional authorities, state agencies, 
private developers, nonprofit organizations, and neighborhood groups each 
control a piece of the puzzle, and there is no single entity responsible for 
carrying out the plan holistically. This fragmentation means that even when 
a comprehensive plan sets a clear direction, various players may pursue their 
own agendas or interpretations. Without strong coordination mechanisms, 
the plan’s vision can get diluted, or contradictory actions can occur, under-
mining comprehensive implementation.

The Purpose of Comprehensive Planning

This book is shaped by my experience leading the development and imple-
mentation of the Memphis 3.0 Comprehensive Plan. Memphis 3.0 is not 
the protagonist of this book, but it is a frequently recurring character. It 
serves as the book’s principal case study—not a model to replicate but a 
lens through which to examine the challenges and possibilities of compre-
hensive planning. Examples from Memphis appear throughout the book 
not as isolated illustrations, but as cumulative evidence of how an adap-
tive approach to comprehensive planning can take shape, evolve, and be 
tested over time. Alongside Memphis, this book draws from other cities 
and planners who shared their experiences confronting similar condi-
tions: fragmented authority, political volatility, fiscal constraints, and a 
planning culture struggling to bridge vision and implementation.

What these experiences reveal is that the conventional expectations of 
planning—its aspirations for coherence, its assumptions of authority, its reli-
ance on formal procedures, and its inability to anticipate the unanticipated—
are mismatched with the contemporary urban landscape. Comprehensive 
planning today operates in a condition of expansive stasis. The formal struc-
ture remains intact, but the way planners think about the comprehensive 
plan seems to expand in scope and complexity over time, even though its 
ability to deliver implementation outcomes continues to be challenging. 
There is growth but not progress, motion but not momentum. To address 
this mismatch, we must update the foundational concepts of the compre-
hensive plan.
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Cover of Memphis 3.0 Comprehensive Plan.
(Credit: City of Memphis, Tennessee)

From the 1909 Plan of Chicago to the Standard City Planning Enabling 
Act of 1928 and onward, there has been recognition that planning struggles 
to build a strong track record of execution. This concern with getting plans 
off the page and into reality has been a constant across every era of planning, 
whether they were called master plans, general plans, or comprehensive 
plans. It later inspired periodic innovations—the “preamble plan,” “plural 
planning,” “policy plans,” and other recent concepts meant to bridge the 
implementation gap—but the core challenge remains.

If the rational planning model is so often discredited, why does it persist? 
One reason is the enduring hope that planning can lead to implementation—
that a good enough plan, with enough community support and political 
momentum, will be carried out. But this hope often masks an implementa-
tion paradox: The more ambitious the plan, the more difficult it becomes 
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to implement. Implementation depends on not only what the plan says but 
who has the power to act, when resources are available, and whether the 
institutions responsible are aligned and capable.

To further the paradox, planners are held responsible for implementa-
tion, but they control few of the levers necessary to make it happen. The 
planner’s job is to connect dots they do not control and to build coalitions 
they cannot command. The way through the paradox is to redesign the 
planning process so that implementation is embedded, not appended. This 
means that implementation must be treated as a continuous activity, not 
a final phase. It must be planned for early, revisited often, and treated as 
a learning process rather than a delivery checklist. The planner’s role is 
not to guarantee implementation but to cultivate the conditions in which 
implementation becomes more likely through coordination, alignment, 
communication, and feedback.

In 1964, T. J. Kent Jr. offered a sober assessment of the profession’s 
first fifty years in his book The Urban General Plan. Kent observed that 
in the mid-twentieth century, city planning in the United States was in a 
state of confusion.5 A nascent profession had been tested by the turmoil 
of the Great Depression, a world war, and rapid suburbanization, and it 
often struggled to find its footing amid those forces. Six decades later, 
many of the same problems persist. On top of that, we have been tested 
by new upheavals: the Great Recession of 2008 and its aftermath, an urban 
revival (in some cities) followed by new inequalities, a global pandemic, 
and a widespread reckoning with challenges such as climate change and 
racial injustice. The context of planning keeps changing, but the refrain 
is familiar: Plans are made with great optimism, and too often they fall 
short in practice.

Why do these old problems persist in new forms? In part, it’s because 
much of our planning practice is still rooted in a mindset and methodology 
suited to building new communities rather than managing change in exist-
ing ones. The limitations of this approach were famously critiqued by Jane 
Jacobs in her 1961 classic The Death and Life of Great American Cities.6 Jacobs 
pointed out how top-down physical plans were failing the living, breathing 
neighborhoods of real cities. In recent years, various planning movements 
have similarly highlighted the need for more responsive, on-the-ground 
approaches. Yet the profession as a whole has yet to overcome what might 
be its most vexing challenge: preparing and implementing a comprehensive 
plan for established communities—places that are dynamic, complex, and 
full of active stakeholders, not blank spaces on a map.
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And yet, despite all these criticisms, the comprehensive plan remains 
a community’s best opportunity to shape its growth and change over 
time. A good plan is a chance for residents and leaders to step back from 
the day-to-day and decide what they want their city to become and then 
to lay out a path to get there. The problem is that the traditional way we 
prepare these plans has not kept up with today’s realities. Traditional 
comprehensive planning tends to be technocratic—heavy on data, land 
use mapping, and routine processes—and it evolved during a time when 
the main objective was managing outward expansion. Today, however, 
many communities face a very different set of challenges. Instead of plan-
ning new suburbs on farmland, we often try to guide growth and change 
in already developed neighborhoods and districts. Planners often contend 
with aging infrastructure, infill development, changing demographics, 
and the redevelopment of existing sites, all under tighter fiscal constraints 
and with a more complex landscape of multiple players involved in deci-
sion making. Public resources are limited, requiring coordination across 
agencies and sectors.

To meet the demands of these dynamic conditions, planners need to use 
the comprehensive plan in new ways. Specifically, we need to recognize that 
different parts of a city change in different ways and plan accordingly. We 
must also find ways to organize the fragmented aspects of planning into a 
clear, consistent strategy for implementation. Too often, conventional com-
prehensive plans assume a uniform approach to all areas, failing to distin-
guish between, say, a fast-growing corridor and a disinvested neighborhood. 
This approach misses crucial nuances, such as varying market conditions, 
the patchwork of responsibilities among public and private actors, or dif-
ferences in community character. In the worst cases, failure to account for 
these differences results in uneven action, where implementation skips over 
entire communities.

Toward Comprehensiveness

In The Urban General Plan, Kent set out to “clarify the nature and purposes 
of the general plan for physical development that is needed by municipal 
governments regardless of the differences in their formal structure.”7 In a 
similar spirit, this book aims to clarify what today’s comprehensive plan 
should be and to propose a better approach to comprehensive planning 
in the contemporary city. Today’s comprehensive plans differ from those 
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of Kent’s era. The scope is wider and complexity greater, but paradoxi-
cally, the constraints on planners have further limited what we can actu-
ally influence, even as the expectations placed on plans have grown. The 
chapters that follow explore these challenges and offer an approach to 
comprehensive planning better suited for the developed city: an adaptive 
comprehensive planning model oriented toward implementation, reflec-
tion, and continuous response.

To develop this new model, we first need to understand what we truly 
mean by a comprehensive plan. The root of the term comprehensive in city 
planning comes, of course, from the Standard State Zoning Enabling Act, 
which ties zoning to the comprehensive plan. Over the years, the phrase 
“in accordance with a comprehensive plan” has been litigated and debated. 
Still, at its core it has been interpreted to mean that plans should be based 
on sufficient study—a rational and defensible foundation for regulating 
land use and guiding growth. In other words, planning should compre-
hensively consider the factors affecting the city rather than being arbitrary 
or piecemeal.

Kent gave comprehensive a more specific meaning. He argued that a gen-
eral city plan must meet three criteria:

1.	 Breadth of physical scope: The plan should address all the essential 
physical elements of the urban environment, including land use, 
transportation, and public facilities, rather than just one or two aspects.

2.	Regional perspective: The plan should take into account development 
trends in the larger geographic setting beyond the city’s boundaries, 
recognizing that a city is not an island and is influenced by its 
region.

3.	Integration of social and economic factors: The plan should be 
consciously related to the social and economic forces it seeks to 
accommodate, understanding that these forces will, in turn, be 
affected by the city’s physical development scheme.8

On the third point, Kent elaborated that a general plan “must recognize 
and define its relationships with all significant factors, physical and non-
physical, local and regional, that affect the community’s physical growth 
and development.”9 At the same time, Kent acknowledged that a plan has 
to limit its focus to remain functional; it cannot possibly address every 
factor. He suggested that the plan’s scope should be bounded by the factors 
that are truly significant for the community’s development at that time, 
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whether political, social, economic, or environmental. In practice, how-
ever, as comprehensive plans evolved through the mid-twentieth century, 
the notion of comprehensiveness often became conflated with being com-
plete, covering every topic, sometimes at the expense of clear priorities 
or internal coherence. The earliest waves of comprehensive planning in 
the United States were driven by specific external purposes, such as the 
federal government’s requirements, which shaped what cities included in 
their plans. The effect, to borrow from cultural anthropologist and planner 
scholar Constance Perin, is an “obsession” with completeness rather than 
comprehensiveness.

True comprehensiveness is not just about including a breadth of topics 
in a single document; it is about understanding how the pieces connect. 
One key attribute of a truly comprehensive plan is the interrelation of its 
elements. Ideally, the housing element, the transportation element, the 
economic development element, and all other plan elements inform and 
support each other under a unifying strategy. Back in 1928, the Standard 
City Planning Enabling Act hinted at this by describing the city plan as 
an “organic whole, every part of which . . . ​is organically interrelated with 
every other part.”10 What the law did not do was explain how to ensure those 
parts were interrelated. As a result, many comprehensive plans evolved into 
compendiums of separate topics—a chapter on land use, a chapter on trans-
portation, a chapter on parks, and so on—which might satisfy a checklist of 
completeness but lack synergy. A plan assembled in this siloed way might 
check all the boxes, but it often proves haphazard in implementation because 
there is no guiding thread that pulls the pieces together. Some planners have 
advocated for a “systems planning” approach to address this limitation, aim-
ing to view the city as a series of systems that need coordination. But even 
this concept can be misunderstood or too narrowly applied; it sometimes 
ends up being just another way to compartmentalize by element unless we 
focus on how systems intersect.

Too often, comprehensive plans aim for totality. They try to address 
every issue, map every parcel, analyze every trend, and anticipate every 
challenge. The result is plans exhaustive in data but thin in strategy—plans 
that are formally complete but functionally inert. Completeness offers the 
appearance of rigor and professionalism. But it is a false promise. Cities are 
too complex, too dynamic, and too contested to be fully captured in any 
one document. Attempting to do so not only is futile, it also diverts energy 
from more important work.
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By contrast, comprehensiveness is about connection. A comprehensive 
plan should provide a framework that links land use with transportation, 
housing with infrastructure, economic growth with equity, and public 
investment with private development. It should create a structure in which 
decisions in one area are informed by and aligned with goals in another. 
Comprehensiveness is about ensuring coherence across issues and sectors. 
It is about providing strategic integration, not technical exhaustiveness. 
Achieving comprehensiveness requires trade-offs. It demands prioritiza-
tion, simplification, and an acceptance of uncertainty. It depends on strat-
egy: the deliberate use of limited resources to achieve targeted change. A 
strategic plan is a compass. It does not provide answers to every question, 
but it points the way forward.

Achieving comprehensiveness means planning for systems and within 
systems simultaneously, ensuring that we coordinate between functional 
areas. For example, an infrastructure investment plan should be made 
with full awareness of land use goals, economic trends, and environmental 
constraints—planning within the broader systems. Thinking in terms of inte-
grated systems moves us closer to true comprehensiveness by emphasizing 
relationships over checklists.

Beyond how the plan is composed, comprehensiveness today must 
also encompass the way a plan is implemented. A truly comprehensive 
plan should consider a variety of implementation styles and tools suited 
to various situations across the city. One neighborhood needs proactive 
public investment and community development programs, while another 
needs adjustments to zoning to guide private development. Traditionally, 
comprehensive plans assume the market will handle implementation if the 
right policies are set, but in reality planners must guide market-oriented 
growth and intervene in areas where market activity is weak or where 
community needs will not be met by market forces alone. That means 
planning for places that are not rapidly changing—places that might need 
affordable housing initiatives, or infrastructure upgrades, or environmental 
remediation, even if the private market is not clamoring to invest there. 
A comprehensive plan that ignores those differences is comprehensive in 
name only.

Effective plan implementation, especially in built cities, requires the plan 
to have clear, actionable recommendations identified from the start. It is not 
enough to have an implementation chapter at the end of the plan. Imple-
mentation thinking should be woven through the plan’s recommendations 



TABLE I-1. Comparing Traditional and Adaptive Approaches to Comprehensive Planning

Dimension Traditional Comprehensive Plan Adaptive Comprehensive Plan

Overall structure Linear process: diagnosis, vision, 
policies, implementation. 
Treated as a fixed product 
until the next major update.

Iterative process: vision and 
strategy guide ongoing cycles 
of action, reflection, and 
adjustment. Treated as a living 
framework.

Approach to change Attempts to predict and control 
future conditions through a 
fixed blueprint.

Prepares for uncertainty with 
built-in flexibility, feedback 
loops, and mechanisms for 
course correction.

Geographic 
treatment

Applies uniform policies and 
tools citywide, regardless of 
differences in market condi-
tions or local capacity.

Tailors strategies and tools to 
the specific needs, market 
dynamics, and institutional 
context of various  
neighborhoods and districts.

Implementation Implementation chapter 
appended at the end, often 
disconnected from the main 
body of the plan.

Implementation capacity 
assessed at the beginning. 
Implementation embed-
ded throughout: Each goal, 
policy, and geographic strat-
egy includes clear pathways 
(policies, regulations, actions, 
investments, partnerships, 
continuous planning).

Community 
engagement

Front-loaded participation 
during visioning and draft-
ing; minimal postadoption 
involvement.

Ongoing participatory  
adaptation: Community 
input continues during imple-
mentation and refinements, 
with residents helping shape 
adjustments over time.

Comprehensiveness Equated with completeness, 
covering every possible topic 
and dataset, often in siloed 
chapters.

Defined as integration, align-
ing policies and investments 
across systems to achieve 
coherent, mutually reinforcing  
outcomes.

Planner’s role Expert technician producing 
the plan; limited involvement 
once adopted.

Facilitator, coalition builder, 
and continuous learner,  
cultivating the conditions  
for implementation and  
alignment across actors.

Response to political 
and institutional 
fragmentation

Assumes centralized author-
ity can carry out the plan as 
written.

Recognizes multiple actors  
control implementation; 
focuses on coordination, 
alignment, and leveraging 
diverse partners.



The Adaptive Challenge 13

for each topic and each geography. Moreover, carrying out a plan requires 
continuous attention, not just a big push when the plan is adopted and then 
a hiatus until the next update years later. Many communities do annual or 
biennial progress reports and five-year updates, which is a good start. But 
because our goal here is comprehensiveness (interrelated and adaptive), 
not completeness, this book argues that the plan should serve as the cor-
nerstone of an ongoing planning process. In practice, this means setting up 
mechanisms to continually review and refine parts of the plan, treating it 
as a living framework.

Taking an Adaptive Approach

This book aims to help planners create better plans and better outcomes. 
In particular, it seeks to guide practitioners in reframing comprehensive 
planning toward an adaptive approach. Adaptive plans prepare for change 
rather than attempting to predict it. Adaptive plans emphasize a deliberate, 
structured, and forward-guiding vision and strategy but build in mechanisms 
for flexibility, implementation, learning, and adjustment. To that end, the 
book focuses on six key objectives to ensure today’s comprehensive plans 
deliver results for today’s cities.

Building the comprehensive plan for structured flexibility. Compre-
hensive plans remain essential tools for guiding development, but their 
effectiveness depends on striking a balance between seemingly contradic-
tory demands. Plans need enough structure to provide clear direction yet 
enough flexibility to adjust to changing conditions. They must leverage 
professional expertise while remaining responsive to community values 
and political realities. Perhaps most challenging, they must articulate a 
long-term vision while acknowledging the inherent uncertainty of the 
future.

Planning for various contexts and degrees of change. Adaptive planning 
must begin with the recognition that cities are not monolithic. Neighbor-
hoods vary widely in their physical form, market strength, institutional 
environment, and social dynamics. A one-size-fits-all strategy risks being 
too blunt in some places and too weak in others. An adaptive plan tailors its 
strategies to fit the distinctive conditions of various geographies within the 
city, accounting for market capacity, local capacity, community priorities, 
and the feasibility of implementation. This requires a diagnostic approach 
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that aligns planning interventions with the readiness and resources of each 
area. In doing so, the plan becomes more equitable and more actionable.

Orienting plans toward implementation from the start. The comprehensive 
plan’s primary aim is to be implemented. Achieving this requires integrating 
implementation into the planning process itself. This book argues against 
thinking about implementation at the end of the process or separating the 
implementation program from the plan’s core recommendations. Instead, 
implementation across six pathways of policies, regulations, actions, invest-
ments, partnerships, and continuous planning should be clearly connected 
to each part of the plan’s vision and strategy. They should be designed to 
be flexible to postadoption dynamics and tailored to the community con-
text and market conditions of various areas. In short, planners must plan to 
implement, not plan first and figure out implementation later. Implemen-
tation should reflect how different places change differently, and the plan 
should guide a variety of approaches.

Establishing adaptive approaches to community involvement. Participa-
tory adaptation extends public involvement beyond the traditional steps 
of visioning and plan adoption. In an adaptive planning model, commu-
nity engagement becomes an ongoing relationship, not a one-time event. 
As plans are implemented and refined over time, public involvement is 
treated as a source of learning and recalibration. This means that com-
munities are involved in setting direction and shaping how plans evolve 
in response to changing conditions. Participatory adaptation recognizes 
that legitimacy comes from building consensus and from responsiveness 
throughout the life of the plan. It shifts the role of engagement from input 
to co-creation.

Planning with adaptation in mind. The comprehensive planning process 
must be restructured not only to focus on formal planning stages but also to 
consider the intervals between them—in the adjustments made by staff, the 
priorities set by leadership, the zoning cases heard by commissions, and the 
community’s responses to emerging challenges. Planning must be restruc-
tured to treat these intervals as essential. This means designing plans that are 
responsive and flexible and can inform decisions as conditions change. It also 
means embedding feedback loops into the planning process—mechanisms 
for learning what works, what does not work, and how to adjust.
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Fostering a culture of continuous planning. Finally, we consider how the 
planning process itself can be reshaped so that it does not culminate in a 
static document but rather establishes an ongoing practice. A comprehen-
sive plan should set in motion a cycle of action, reflection, learning, and plan 
evolution. The plan should reinforce this culture of continuous planning, 
ensuring that the plan remains alive and in use and that it can be adjusted 
through minor refinements or rolling amendments as needed instead of 
remaining rigid until the next overhaul. The goal is to keep the plan off the 
shelf and at the center of day-to-day decision making.

To make these conceptual shifts, planners must become more comfort-
able talking about planning theory—not abstractly but practically. Theory 
is not an indulgence. It is the language we use to describe problems, test 
assumptions, and refine our tools. Without theory, planning risks becoming 
reactive, procedural, and disconnected from purpose. The ideas explored in 
this book are offered not as doctrine but as useful frames for understanding 
the world that planners inhabit. They are tools for reflection and action. 
They belong not only in classrooms but in team meetings, plan updates, and 
implementation strategies. Planning offices must be places of both thought 
and practice.

Throughout this book, Memphis 3.0 serves as both an example and a 
counterexample. It shows what is possible when a city takes planning seri-
ously, but it also shows the limits of what a plan can do. Memphis 3.0 was 
built around a vision of reinvestment: growing upward and inward, strength-
ening anchor areas, and connecting neighborhoods through mobility and 
economic development.

But its story also includes the difficulties of implementation: the con-
straints of staffing and resources, the pressure of political change, and the 
ongoing need to align across fragmented institutions. It illustrates that even 
well-designed plans must constantly adapt. And it reinforces one of the 
book’s core arguments: that the comprehensive plan must be built to change 
and that its effectiveness depends on what it proposes and how it navigates 
the intervals between proposals.

This book champions a different approach to comprehensive planning 
for today’s cities. The goal is not to predict an unpredictable future—history 
has humbled anyone who tried—but to make our plans adaptable and action-
able amid uncertainty. By understanding the political, social, and economic 
realities we face now, recognizing how various parts of a city change in their 
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own ways, and knowing who the key players are in shaping those changes, 
planners can position their limited authority to achieve the community’s 
vision. An adaptive comprehensive plan is ultimately about staying true to 
that vision and strategy, even as surprises arise, keeping our plans on course 
and our communities moving toward their desired future today, regardless 
of what unanticipated events tomorrow may bring.




