
people” who will live there? What will the
development look like? 

In most cases, when the facts are
known, people will find that the likely
inhabitants are not the terrible creatures
they may have envisioned, but friends and
neighbors more like themselves who can-
not afford or do not want single resi-
dences. Fears about what the project will
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Is Your Community Being Invaded 
by NIMBYs?

by Elaine Cogan
look like can be allayed by good render-
ings or sketches. This assumes, of course,
that you have a supportable project.

• Know the opposition. Who are the
leaders? What are their concerns? Are they
the traditional naysayers to all planning 
or people opposed just to this project? 
By knowing who they are and what they
want you can seek possible areas of mutu-
al agreement and isolate the few issues on
which there are truly opposite views.

• Be frank and open at all times.
Many good projects go down in blazing
defeat because the proponents are so
frightened of the opposition that they 
fall into the trap of holding closed-door
meetings or making “secret” deals. As a
planning commission, it is especially inap-
propriate to engage in such behind-the-
scenes maneuvering.

• Make sure all reports and notices
are in easy-to-understand words and
phrases. Citizens are rightly suspicious of
technical reports heavily laden with jargon
only a planner or engineer can under-
stand. Likewise, too many notices of pub-
lic meetings or actions meet all the legal
qualifications but do not describe the
issues simply and clearly. Put them to the
citizen-on-the-street test. Would you have
understood them before you became such
an involved planning commissioner?
Would your mother-in-law understand
them now? And provide translations if you
have non-English speaking populations.

• Offer various opportunities for
public input and comment. Relatively
few people are comfortable making
speeches or giving oral testimony. More-
over, meetings can easily deteriorate into
shouting matches if that is the only avenue
by which people can express themselves.
Design your public meetings creatively so
that participants can look at exhibits; talk
in small groups to each other, staff, and
planning commissioners; and provide
written comment. Avoid any opportunity

NIMBYs (Not in my Backyard).
They’re either coming to your
community or already there — 
the self-annointed protectors of (check one
or more) their neighborhoods, the com-
munity, the public good, or their own self-
interest. Many areas suffer from the 
added infestation of NIMEYs — timid
public officials who are heard to say, usual-
ly privately, “Not in my Election Year.”
Faced with a potentially controversial issue
such as multi-family housing, what’s a con-
scientious planning commission to do?
First, try not to panic. Second, consider
these strategies.

• Move decisively to defuse fiction,
gossip, and innuendo. Be aware of issues
that may inflame your particular commu-
nity and take the initiative to provide the
facts frankly and clearly before the ugly
rumors get around. Why is the planning
board considering multi-family housing?
Is there really a need? Just who are “those

IF YOU PROVIDE
ADEQUATE INFORMATION
TO A BROAD SPECTRUM

OF THE CITIZENRY, LEAD-
ERS WILLING TO LOOK AT
ALL SIDES OF THE ISSUE
ARE LIKELY TO EMERGE.

On-Line 
Comments: 
Ms. Cogan’s article addresses one

side of the issue. My experience has been that
staff and commissioners do not or can not take
the time to fully investigate the impact that
changing the density or character of an area has
on the two most important, yet related, issues
all communities face: quality of life and protec-
tion of investment. Whether it is commercial
development, multi-family or road construc-
tion, they must consider the consequences of
creating an atmosphere of distrust. I have seen
local neighborhoods go from residential to trail-
er park without due consideration to schools,
traffic, noise or crime.…

A long range plan is a very useful tool
when it is well conceived and followed. It must
be public knowledge in the community. Citi-
zens need an opportunity to adjust to a new
view. I believe the attitude of “not in my back-
yard” indicates a city policy poorly publicized

and poorly implemented. Isn’t the definition of
“planning” to determine the course of the
future? If that is true, then drastically changing,
without warning, the way the citizens live and
work means somebody failed to plan.

— Lisabeth Banks, Gallatin, TN

Nice article and good tips. An added
thought is that planning staffers are sometimes
so professionally tuned that they use jargon or
planning terms that are red flags to those who
fear the worst. “Multi-family housing” is an
example. The staff of one southern city that is a
client of mine was experiencing a most unex-
pected level of NIMBY for a proposed multi-
family development. In listening to their woes, I
asked about the scale of it, how multi- is it?
Duplexes, they answered. You are kidding. You
have been calling them multi-family? Er, yes.
Do you know the images ‘multi-family’ sends?
Er,…guess we never thought about it.”

— Mary C. Means, Alexandria, VA



across the land, anxiety-producing renters are
characterized in the mythical idiom of trick-
sters and clowns. Renters, Americans believe,
are by nature morally deficient, unstable, and
dangerous. People who rent are a different and
lesser species, morally unqualified by that final
rung of getting a mortgage, and for that, stig-
matized. ... ‘They will lower our property val-
ues’ is owners’ hue and cry following on any
proposal to include renters on the block, in
the neighborhood, or even anywhere within
the suburb. ...

These attributions also shape renters’
sense of themselves. The owner of a very large
apartment complex ... told me that she had to
convince her white-collar, middle- and upper-
income tenants, that despite being renters,
they could exercise political clout and demand
municipal attention to the traffic and garbage
collection problems they were having.”
— Constance Perrin, Belonging in America (Univ.
of Wisconsin Press 1988), 98-99.

NIMBY Politics
“Until recently, three Medford [New Jer-

sey] homemakers sometimes spent six hours a
day in their campaign to derail plans to place
low-income housing near their homes off
Route 70. Then last month, the Township
Council finally approved the construction of
77 low-income units at the very sites the
women were campaigning against. ...

‘It’s a classic case of NIMBY,’ Councilman
Andrew Korab said of the women’s long cam-
paign. But his own campaign for re-election
last year was against the building of affordable
housing in neighborhoods on the southern
side, where he resides.

The three women say the Township Coun-
cil members, all five of whom live on the
south side, have themselves fallen to the ‘not
in my back yard’ syndrome. ...”
— From The Philadelphia Inquirer, Jan. 1, 1995.

EDITOR’S NOTE:

That’s Some LULU:
Going BANANAs 
About NIMBYs

While Elaine Cogan focuses on NIMBYs,
don’t forget its siblings: LULUs and
BANANAs. So that you’re current with plan-
ning jargon, LULU stands for “locally unwant-
ed land use,” while BANANA stands for “build
absolutely nothing anywhere near anyone.” So
feel free to spice up your conversation when
you get tired of talking about NIMBYs!

Some 
Observations 
on NIMBY-ism

by Perry Norton

Elaine Cogan regularly (thank goodness)
taps on the blackboard, patiently calling to
our attention a matter of concern to all who
must wrestle with decisions affecting the use
of land, and the built environment. In this
issue she addresses a major problem of com-
munications, caught up by that colorful word,
NIMBY.

There is a slant to her observations, to
which I, as a planner with nearly 50 years of
experience, subscribe — to wit, that opposi-
tion to the proposals of planners (profession-
als and commissioners alike) is largely a
function of our failure to establish effective
communications. As planners, we are not self-
serving — our concerns are for the long range
good of the whole community. That, at least,
is the “meat and potatoes” diet on which I was
fed as I went through a professional planning
degree program and then to work in the plan-
ning field.

But it may be worth noting that “nimby-
ism” is a useful coinage for an ancient verity
— that people are suspicious of change. Peo-
ple prefer the known to the unknown,
because they know how to respond to the
known. And in many ways we’re all “NIM-
BYs.” We all prefer the familiar to the new,
especially when changes are proposed that
come close to our personal thresholds. Many
nimbyites will protest that what is proposed
is, indeed, a good idea. Our community needs
housing, they will agree, for all sorts of special
and critical purposes, but why choose “our”
place, which is stable? Why not do “it” over
there? It is exactly this “yes, but” twist that
often proves to be most frustrating.

My own counsel would be: spend more
time asking than telling. Get more people
involved in looking at and articulating a
“problem” — feeling it, wanting to do some-
thing about it. We don’t know all the answers.

Retired planner and teacher Perry Norton periodi-
cally provides his observations on articles appearing
in the Planning Commissioners Journal.

Anxiety-Producing
Renters
Anthropologist Constance Perrin has observed that:

“In developers’ proposals for higher-densi-
ty housing shouted down at zoning hearings
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for a few to grandstand.
• Keep a perspective. After a barrage

of angry phone calls and letters, it may
seem that the project is opposed by every-
one in the community. This is seldom the
case and more often, the work of a vocal
and clever minority. In the case of multi-
family housing, there should be many
people who will support a well-conceived
plan. Some may be influenced by the idea
of fairness, others by the need for diversity.
Singles ... empty-nesters ... business peo-
ple. If you provide adequate information
to a broad spectrum of the citizenry, lead-
ers willing to look at all sides of the issue
are likely to emerge.

• Be willing to compromise. Oppo-
nents are seldom all wrong. Perhaps the
scale of development really is not appro-
priate for the neighborhood, or it may
cause an unwanted level of traffic conges-
tion. Find ways to meet reasonable objec-
tions and you not only are likely to have a
better final project, but you will isolate the
few true NIMBYs who are never satisfied.

• Reach your final decision fairly
and stick with it. If you have followed a
reasonable and open process, there may
still be people who disagree with your final
determination, but they will know how
you got there and respect you for it. They
can always appeal your decision, but nei-
ther planning nor the planning commis-
sion will have been tarnished by the
process. �

Elaine Cogan, a partner in
Cogan Owens Cogan plan-
ning and communications
consultants in Portland,
Oregon, has designed and
facilitated hundreds of com-
munity decision-making
processes on controversial
issues. She shares some of her secrets in her book,
Successful Public Meetings, available at bookstores
and from the American Planning Association. Elaine’s
column, “The Effective Planning Commissioner,”
appears in each issue of the PCJ.




