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other, and to surrounding areas. How-
ever, a growing number of cities and
towns are working to reverse this, by pro-
moting development patterns where resi-
dential areas are not stand-alone enclaves.
Planning for neighborhood parks and
schools, accessible by foot, is one way of
promoting stronger, more tightly-knit
communities.

2. Town Centers

A closely related trend can be seen in
the increased interest in revitalizing his-
toric core areas, and in designing and
building town centers in newly suburban-
izing areas. A strong focal point for a
community (whether functional or sym-
bolic) can contribute greatly to a sense of
community. In many newly emerging
suburban areas, plans are being imple-
mented for mixed-use town centers that
encompass commercial, residential, insti-
tutional, and public uses.

3. Pedestrian Orientation

Many believe that the presence of the
automobile as the dominant form of
transportation has been a key factor in
the erosion of a sense of community.
While we all can appreciate the conve-
nience, comfort, and privacy of automo-
bile transportation, cities and towns are
realizing that one of the best ways to
strengthen a sense of community is by
devoting resources to encourage pedestri-
an activity.

4. Improved Design Quality

Notwithstanding the desire for better
pedestrian connections, no one wants to
walk around a community that does not
feel welcoming. As a result, architects,
landscape architects, and planners are
focusing on improving the visual appear-
ance of new development, particularly as
it relates to creating a pedestrian-friendly
environment. Simple mechanisms such as
improved landscaping, less obtrusive 
signage, avoidance of overly large con-
centrations of parking, and better site

design can make for a more walkable
environment.

5. Open Space Preservation

Parks, trails, nature preserves, and
other green space can provide another
important way of increasing a sense of
community. This is especially so when
the open space is tied together as an iden-
tifiable community network. While some
open space can be preserved within new
developments, a true community-wide
network of open spaces often requires the
outlay of financial resources to acquire
land or development rights.

6. A Range of Housing Opportunities

A final way to think about sense of
community has to do with the range of
housing options the community pro-
vides. While each community must
decide for itself what housing mix works
best, many believe that providing a range
of housing options is a way to promote
community quality.

How can housing affect a sense of
place? Consider these questions. Does
your community have housing options to
meet the needs of young married couples
who grew up in the community and are
just starting out? Does your community
have housing options for those no longer
able or interested in maintaining a single
family home and yard? Many believe that
providing for the ability to house young
people who grew up in the community,
along with empty nesters who want to
remain in the community, is an important
element of a true community. ◆

C. Gregory Dale is a
Principal with the plan-
ning and zoning firm of
McBride Dale Clarion in
Cincinnati, Ohio. Dale was
recently named a Fellow of
the American Institute of
Certified Planners. He
manages planning projects
and also regularly conducts training for planning
officials throughout the country.

Editor’s Note: The following article is the
third in a series of short articles highlight-
ing some of the key planning issues facing
planners today.

How often do you hear people
today lamenting a loss of a “sense
of community” or the erosion of 
“small town character”? Certainly, these
are concerns I frequently hear in my
work with cities and towns across the
country. And just as surely, they reflect
diverse and often hard-to-pin-down
thoughts. 

For many years, most local planning
departments (and planning commis-
sions) have focused on planning issues
which could be said to be related to the
efficiency of communities: managing traf-
fic; coordinating land use planning with
public facility and utility planning; and
dealing with the tangible impacts of
growth and development (such as storm
water runoff). It is also true that much of
what goes to create a sense of community
occurs outside the realm of local govern-
ment planning, in schools, churches,
social networks, cultural institutions, and
family groups.

What then can planning commissions
do to foster the elusive task of true com-
munity building? I would argue that there
are many local planning-related issues
that we can recognize as contributing to
community building. In fact, this is what
lies at the heart of many recent trends in
planning, including the new urbanist and
smart growth movements.

The following are some of the areas
where planning commissions can have an
impact on building a sense of community.

1. Strong and Connected Communities

In this day and age of mobility and
lengthy commutes, the role of neighbor-
hoods has tended to diminish in impor-
tance. Compounding this has been the
proliferation of isolated pods of subdivi-
sions, loosely connected (at best) to each
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