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Decision Making — Part I
by Michael Chandler

The scene will forever be
etched in my mind. Four months
into my term as a new planning 
commissioner, a controversial rezoning
came before the commission. 

On the night of the commission hear-
ing, a standing room only crowd squeezed
into the commission’s meeting room. 
Following the staff presentation on the
central issue before us, the planning com-
mission chair called for public input. Over
the next two hours, thirty-two persons
addressed the commission. As I recall, fif-
teen spoke in favor of the proposed rezon-
ing, fifteen spoke in opposition, and two
expressed no opinion relative to how the
commission should deal with the pro-
posed rezoning.

After hearing from the last speaker, the
commission chairman closed the public
hearing and called for commission action.
The request fell on deaf ears. No one said
anything. Seconds seemed like minutes.
The silence created a sense of discomfort
as time literally stood still. Finally, a col-
league made a motion to approve the
rezoning, as she put it “to get the issue on
the table.” After another brief period of
silence the motion was seconded.

Over the next hour, the commission
discussed and debated the proposed
rezoning. Finally, the issue was brought to
a vote. Four commissioners voted in favor
of the request, four were opposed, and
two abstained. At the end of the commis-
sion meeting several citizens, as well as
the applicant, spoke to different members
of the commission regarding their stand
and vote on the proposal. A couple of the
comments were not particularly flattering.

Once everyone left, a group of com-
missioners gathered at a local watering
hole. Over the next hour or so we talked
about the “event” we had just experi-
enced. In a roundabout fashion, we con-
cluded that decision making was a 
difficult and demanding component asso-
ciated with service on a local planning

landfill location versus another may 
prove difficult if the decision depends on
technical questions related to geology and
environmental science. 

Complexity is another reason decision
making can be challenging. Navigating
through a commercial rezoning request
that features highway impact data tied to
peak road capacity and traffic signaliza-
tion patterns can be a challenge to those
unfamiliar with the language of traffic
management.

The attitudes, values, and principles
that the decision maker brings to an issue
can also make decision making difficult.
For example, if I am convinced that all
development is bad, I will likely be close-
minded even when development is of
obvious quality and value. Although we
cannot easily separate our job as commis-
sioners from our attitudes, public sector
decision making often demands that 
we do.

Finally, doubts about the effectiveness
of the action being contemplated can
make for hard decision making. There
will be times each of us internally debates
the wisdom of our assessment of an issue.
Our inability to clearly know whether our
assessment is correct can be a draining
experience. Rather than worrying about
this, we need to learn from it so we can
improve our decision making capacity.

In my next column, I’ll discuss strate-
gies a planning commission can employ
to enhance, as well as better understand,
the decision making process. �
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THERE WILL BE TIMES
EACH OF US INTERNALLY

DEBATES THE WISDOM
OF OUR ASSESSMENT OF

AN ISSUE. 

THE NATURE OF DECISION MAKING

To make a decision is to select a solu-
tion. If we think about it, every decision
has one of two purposes: to make some-
thing happen that would not otherwise
happen, or to prevent something from
happening that otherwise would or could. 

Making something happen or prevent-
ing something from happening sounds
remarkably simple. In our certification
and training programs for planning com-
missioners a healthy debate results when I
suggest that decision making is a funda-
mentally straightforward concept that
should rarely cause problems. Most com-
missioners, rookies as well as veterans,
quickly take exception to my assertion.
When asked why, they offer a myriad of
reasons why decision making is fraught
with challenges. (Of course, my goal was
to provoke this reaction!).

WHY DECISION MAKING
IS SOMETIMES DIFFICULT

When asked to identify why decision
making is sometimes difficult, a great
many reasons are usually cited. For some
commissioners the problem can be a func-
tion of an issue’s technical nature. For
example, determining the merits of one

commission. We wondered why no one
talked about this side of the job during the
appointment process!

Over time, our commission developed
a strong bond and a sense of togetherness
as a result of periodically talking about the
complexities associated with public sector
decision making.
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properties, as well as on your communi-
ty’s transportation and public utility sys-
tem. You might also want to know about
the parcel’s planning and zoning history. 

In short, the first step in decision
making involves considering what you
need to know in order to decide the issue
before you. We can think of this as the
substance of the decision making process.
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Decision Making–Part II
by Michael Chandler

something we can call the function of a
decision. While you may view it as simi-
lar to what I termed the substance of
decision making, I believe it is helpful to
consider it separately.

Looking at the function of a decision
means thinking about what impacts a
decision is likely to have. 

Returning to our rezoning example,
let us assume you find favor with the
proposal to rezone the parcel from an
agricultural to a commercial use. How
will your decision to rezone the property
affect the parcel, the neighborhood, and
the larger community? How will your
decision affect the future? Will your deci-
sion produce any side effects? Will they
be positive, negative, or neutral? 

Function forces us to focus on the
likely consequences of our decision
before we actually make it. By looking
ahead, we can sometimes identify
impacts we had not fully considered —
and which might cause us to reevaluate
the issue before us.

Taking the time to consider the sub-
stance, form, and function of our decisions
can be useful in ensuring we make sound
decisions that: meet the requirements of
our planning regulations and forward the
goals and objectives of our comprehen-
sive plan; are based on complete, well-
organized information; and lead to
impacts we can (as best as possible)
anticipate. �
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As noted in my last column,
many factors help explain why
planning commissions some-
times experience difficulty when making
decisions. In this column, I want to step
back and look at the decision making
process from a broader perspective.

DIAGRAMMING THE DECISION

Depending upon your age, you may
recall learning how to diagram sentences.
I was exposed to the concept while in
eighth grade. In that year, JFK was Presi-
dent; the Yankees were World Champi-
ons; and somebody named John Glenn
had just flown around the world in a
space capsule. With all this excitement, I
thought little or no value could possibly
come from knowing how to diagram sen-
tences. Of course, my decision not to pay
attention came back to haunt me five
years later during freshman English!

What connection, you might ask,
exists between decision making and dia-
gramming sentences? The answer can be
found in the analytical framework
underpinning each practice. Just as a
sentence can be dissected into compo-
nent parts, so can a planning commission
decision. One approach I have found
useful is to consider decision making
according to its substance, form, and func-
tion.

1. Substance

Imagine your board has been asked to
rezone a parcel of land from agricultural
to commercial use. What kind of ques-
tions do you need answers to under your
zoning and land use regulations before
you make your decision? 

Certainly you will need to know how
the proposed rezoning relates to your
community’s long-range plan, including
the goals and objectives contained in the
plan. Likewise, you will likely need
answers to questions regarding impacts
the rezoning may have on surrounding

BY LOOKING AHEAD, 
WE CAN SOMETIMES

IDENTIFY IMPACTS WE
HAD NOT FULLY

CONSIDERED.

2. Form

But substance is not all there is to
decision making. In order to get to the
substance, we need to obtain and process
information. Having a framework for
identifying and organizing relevant facts,
values, and opinions can be considered
the form of decision making. 

Form connotes structure. Many com-
munities rely on rezoning request forms
to ask key questions, yielding relevant
information. Reliance on such forms,
assuming they ask the right questions,
can be useful in providing a planning
commission with the information it
needs to understand an issue, as well as
consider possible options. 

Other forms of obtaining information
include site visits, public hearings, and
written testimony. The key point is that
in thinking about decision making, we
need to bear in mind the importance of
the form of decision making — how we
can best secure and organize information
to help us reach a sound decision.

3. Function

In my experience, there is one more
critical component to decision making,




