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We act under the influence of plans (e.g., Bratman, 1987). Some plans may be intoxicating, 

enabling us for good, or ill, to persuade ourselves or others to do things we otherwise might not do. We 

use most plans to organize information about our own intended actions and expectations about the actions 

of others. We expect others to do the same. When shaping patterns of urban development and 

redevelopment, therefore, we should be interested in using our own plans and the plans of others. These 

plans will vary in scope, interests served, and quality of thinking. They are valuable to the extent they 

help us as individuals, organizations, governments, and coalitions of these to cope with a world that is 

changing (technology, economic structure, climate, demographics) and unchanging (embedded attitudes 

about difference). 

  

The acting under the influence of plans perspective recognizes that many interacting agents have 

plans and these agents and their plans interact both through the effects of their actions in the world and 

through their beliefs about the plans and attitudes of others with whom they are interacting. The criterion 

is not whether we can implement one common plan, but whether we can use our plans and the plans of 

others effectively in coping with the world. 

 

The difference in perspective matters. Starting from one plan and considering its implementation 

is a little like doing genealogy by starting with one ancestor and working to the present generation 

through one sequence (usually of males carrying forward the family name). When you reverse this from 

the present to the past you acknowledge that you have many ancestors in a given generation (equal to two 

to the power of the number of generations). There is not just one ancestor in each generation. There is not 

just one plan being implemented. Development patterns depend on many actions and agents and the 

influence of many plans. Pushing this analogy, note also that each ancestor, or plan, may affect a large 

number of persons in the present generation. Even if I focus on implementing my one plan, my one 

genealogical thread, other actions beyond the scope of my plan are still being influenced by my plan and 

actions. 

  

We act under the influence of plans. We know that. What we do not know is how to present 

ourselves as planners with useful skills and tools for coping with the world by using plans. Instead, many 

people presume that planners are command and control experts: Weôre planners and weôre here to 

regulate and control you or at least to help you figure out how to regulate and control yourselves. Many 

planners currently claim for themselves to be facilitators of collaboration toward common visions: Weôre 

planners and weôre here to help you create a motivating vision of your common future and implement it 
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through concerted action. Planners need techniques that do not necessarily depend on creation of 

regulation, regional government, agreement on goals, pretensions of common interests across groups, or a 

presumption that there is a situation to control as if planners are standing outside of it. We need 

techniques that do not depend on a presumption that bottom up planning works, that participation 

magically informs us about what to do and enables us to achieve it. There is a middle approach that 

acknowledges the existence of many interacting organizations and their interacting plans. We can and 

should learn to work with these interacting organizations. We can increase our abilities as planners to 

influence patterns of urban development by adopting a new rhetoric to counter the impression we are only 

about command and control and to avoid implausible claims to resolving interests through grand visions. 

 

Three steps build the argument. First, the idea of interacting plans among organizations is 

positioned in the historical and current literature of planning. Second, a short story of development 

actions in Urbana, Illinois illustrates how developers, government agencies, residents, and others act 

under the influence of plans. Third, these two threads are brought together to argue for a different rhetoric 

about plans and the need for different tools and techniques.  

 

The interacting plans approach implies a rhetoric that says:  We are from the planning profession, 

and we are here to help your organization interact effectively in its context, even if you do not agree with 

everyone else, your interests do not coincide with those of other organizations, you do not want to be 

reorganized, and you recognize that you will be engaged in changing coalitions of action over time. The 

interacting plans approach requires tools and techniques for recognizing relationships across plans and 

making strategic choices within the authority and capability of an organization or coalition. 

 

 

Interacting plans as a planning approach 

 

The acting under the influence of interacting plans approach can be positioned in the planning 

literature in two ways. First, there is a subtle but important distinction between the conventional 

interpretations of land use planning and the expectation of interacting plans. Second, the phenomenon of 

plans is worthy of scholarly investigation that is distinct from investigation of regulation, government, 

collective choice, collective action and mechanisms and tools for addressing these other phenomena.  

 

 

Land use planning 

 

Plans, in the narrow sense used here are information about intentions and relationships among 

actions. Many agents have plans. Plans are not just in the public sector or government; they are not 

regulations; they are not new institutional designs; they are not collective choice mechanisms (Hopkins, 

2001).  This perspective is close to the traditional notions of plans in the field of urban planning, but 

precise distinctions matter 

 

In the first edition of the classic Urban Land Use Planning (Chapin, 1957), the diagram presented 

in Figure 1 presents the situation of urban development. It acknowledges many agents as individuals, 

organizations, or coalitions, and it acknowledges that each of these operates in a cycle that includes a 

plan. The diagram highlights intentional, planned behavior of various agents interacting in a process of 

urban development, which Chapin grounds in behavioral social science. Chapin then goes on to argue, 

however,  that the purpose of land use planning is to create a plan that overarches this system and that will 

resolve the unintended and conflicting results of the decisions and actions based on these interacting plans 

of many agents. 
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Figure 1 Diagram of Interacting Agents and Plans (Chapin, 1957, p. 33) 
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Chapinôs argument allows at least two interpretations. One interpretation would be that a plan can 

be made, and if necessary an overarching agent created to carry it out, an agent who will be able to 

identify an appropriate outcome and control the actions of all other agents. A second interpretation would 

be that Chapin takes as self evident that he is simply focusing on one of the agents, the local municipality 

and its capabilities in land use regulation and infrastructure. This distinction though subtle is important. In 

the first interpretation, we move outside the system of interacting agents.  In the second interpretation, we 

focus on one agent within the system. In the first, we would focus on creating and implementing a plan, 

traditionally in the form of an outcome from all agents actions, assuming we had the capability to do so.  

In the second, we would remain focused on how the plan of one agent, a municipality, interacted with the 

plans, decisions, and actions of other agents. Most of the land planning literature implicitly seems to 

assume the first interpretation. My argument is that we should pursue the second. This distinction matters: 

Acting within a system under the influence of plans is different from making a plan that controls a system 

from the outside.  

 

Fifty years later, this distinction is still fuzzy at best in descriptions of land use planning. 

Couclelis (2005, p. 1355) describes planning: ñIt involves actions taken by some to affect the use of land 

controlled by others, following decisions taken by third parties based on values not shared by all 

concerned, regarding issues no one fully comprehends, in an attempt to guide events and processes that 

very likely will not unfold in the time, place, and manner anticipated.ò On the one hand, this rich 

description takes the interacting plans view by acknowledging incomplete control, uncertainty, and the 

roles of many actors. On the other hand, there is still an underlying presumption that planning is done to 

affect the actions of others, not to coordinate actions of  oneôs own in interaction with other agents. 

Similarly, in the latest edition of Urban Land Use Planning (Berke, Godschalk, Kaiser, & Rodriguez, 

2006), the discussion refers to a network of plans and to different types of plans. These plans are, 

however, presented as an interlocking system of plans of different geographic scopes with a strong 

presumption that these plans should be consistent with each other.  Consistency is a complex issue and 

interpretations include consistency internal to and among plans as well as consistency of regulations with 

plans (Weitz, 1999). For the present argument, the important point is that, although there is an 

acknowledgment that there are many plans, these plans are presumed to be integrated into a consistent 

whole prior to actions.  

 

 These interpretations thus still avoid the issue of how plans that are not consistent for a variety of 

reasons should be considered when acting.  The agents have differing interests and they devise these plans 

at different times and of different scopes. My argument is that even a municipality with certain regulatory 

powers can be more effective by understanding its plans, decisions, and actions as interacting with the 

plans, decisions, and actions of others who are not entirely under its control and who have reasons to 

create plans of their own. Municipalities and other agents should learn to act under the influence of many 

plans. 

 

The meanings of plans in economics (e.g., Intriligator & Sheshinski, 1986), psychology (e.g., 

Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Miller, Glanter, & Pribram, 1960), and artificial intelligence (e.g., Bruce & 

Newman, 1978) start from a concept of plans as intentional actions that are coordinated in relation to 

goals, even for a single agent or actor. That is, plans are not inherently about figuring out what others 

should do and trying to influence them, but about figuring out what I should do when confronted with 

more than one action, including perhaps the actions of others. The interesting question is then how these 

plans of many agents interact in artificial or socially constructed situations. The idea of using plans in 

social situations is well developed in a completely different context of artificial intelligence. For example, 

Newman and Bruce (1986) contrast how children of different ages interpret the intentions of characters in 

stories and how this differs from the single agent focus of robot plans of action.. Interpretations of these 

ideas for land planning make sense of collective action to make plans (Hopkins, 1981) interactions of 

government agents and developers (Knaap, Hopkins, & Donaghy, 1998; Schaeffer & Hopkins, 1987), 
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urban growth boundaries (Knaap & Hopkins, 2001), and strategic use of plans as information (Kaza & 

Hopkins, 2006). Many of the rich interpretations of plans are consistent with this perspective of many 

plans associated with agents within the story rather than outside of it (e.g., Altshuler, 1965; Bunnell, 

2002; Grant, 1994).  Thus, the acting under the influence perspective builds on behavioral social science 

just as Chapin was doing in 1957. 

 

The acting under the influence perspective also builds on the strategic choice approach, which is 

explicit about establishing the scope of plans in terms of interdependent decisions (Friend & Jessop, 

1969), This work certainly recognizes interacting agents (Friend, Power, & Yewlett, 1974), but most of 

its influence has been on approaches to a single plan making event rather than an interpretation of 

interacting agents (Friend & Hickling, 1987). Recent innovations in framing and using plans, such as 

scenario planning and graphic presentation of policies as presented in Hopkins and Zapata (2007), 

acknowledge the kinds of uncertainty and the scope of interdependence that the strategic choice approach 

made salient.  

 

Initiating this discussion through two possible interpretations of Chapinôs focus on municipal 

land use plans, acknowledges two points. First, the idea of interacting agents and their plans is certainly 

not new, even in the land use planning literature. Second, many scholars and practitioners have 

acknowledged this situation. Our rhetoric of claims for planning and plan making, however, still tends to 

suppress this view. In turn, tools and techniques for acting under the influence of plans are 

underdeveloped.. 

 

 

Plans and related phenomena 

 

Much of the planning literature focuses on phenomena distinct from plans in the narrow sense of 

plans being used here. The interacting plans perspective intersects these other phenomena in important 

ways, and thus it is also important to position this argument among planning ideas broader than land use 

planning. Table 1 summarizes several typologies of approaches to planning. The discussion that follows 

simplifies these greatly in order to focus on the distinctions that matter for present purposes. 

 

Alexanderôs (1992) and Websterôs (2005) typologies make similar distinctions. The regulatory 

view is that plans are themselves regulations by local government, or the direct legal backing for such 

regulations. The allocative view focuses on some notion of negotiated allocation of uses to land or rights 

to land, which might still be achieved through regulation. Alexanderôs development view is a normative 

notion about social improvement, frequently associated with international development planning. 

Indicative planning is suggestive, implying that it influences behavior without coercing it. More precise 

interpretations of indicative planning include the idea that in certain circumstances a plan, once identified, 

will be followed because each individual agent recognizes it to be in its own interest to do so (Hopkins, 

2001). 

 

Websterôs (2005) first two types acknowledge a pattern of negotiations or a pattern of regulated 

events, similar to Alexanderôs first two types. Websterôs second two imply one plan or one directive agent 

in the form of a government. There is no explicit acknowledgment that plans of the latter two types occur 

for each organization in a world described by the first two. Although Webster acknowledges that 

observed planning in Britain at any one juncture involves a combination of these aspects, he does not 

acknowledge the possibility that the latter two types of planning might be embedded in the first two. That 

is, the implication is that these approaches try to lead or direct the entire scope of activity from one 

vantage point. 

 

Table 1 Typologies of Planning 



6 

 

 

 

 

Sagerôs (2007) distinctions are on a different, though perhaps not orthogonal, dimension. 

Synoptic is equivalent to comprehensive from the perspective of a single actor. Incremental acknowledges 

the difficulties of planning at any scope, but without directly introducing multiple agents. Advocacy 

connotes competing interests over one plan; that is some advocate wins the competition to establish the 

plan. Or, more realistically, advocates differentially influence the one chosen plan. Critical 

communicative planning acknowledges power and suggests that a planner should intentionally increase 

the capabilities for communicative practices of those with less power and decrease or hamper the 

capabilities of those with more. Sagerôs (2007) restatement of Forester (1999) is presented in terms of 

political transaction costs as a way of thinking about how to advantage those initially less advantaged in 

political competition. 

 

 

Author 

citation 

Types Attributes  Overall Purpose 

Alexander  

 

(Alexander, 

1992) 

 

Regulatory  

Allocative 

Development 

Indicative 

[not in tabular form] To understand planning 

behaviors 

Webster 

 

(Webster, 

2005) 

Allocating-Negotiating, 

Regulating-Correcting, 

Informing Leading, 

Directing-implementing 

Intellectual basis, 

Mechanism, 

Rationale, 

Objective, 

Information 

To interpret British town 

planning legislation and 

practice in twentieth 

century 

Sager 

 

 (Sager, 

2007) 

Synoptic 

Incremental 

Advocacy 

Critical communicative 

Transacting parties 

Plannerôs contribution 

Other partyôs contribution 

To explain critical 

communicative 

approach in relation to 

power 

Susskind 

 

 (Susskind, 

Wansem, & 

Ciccarelli, 

2000) 

Technocratic, 

Advocacy, 

Mediation 

Tasks, 

Focus of Activity, 

Products/solutions, 

Skills, 

Primary client, 

Basis of legitimacy 

To argue for the 

superiority of the 

mediation model of 

resolving interests 

Donaghy 

and 

Hopkins 

 

(Donaghy 

& Hopkins, 

2006) 

Plans 

Command vs market 

Social choice/collective 

action 

Process, procedures 

General question 

Examples of specific questions 

Examples of responses to 

specific questions 

 

To distinguish questions 

in planning literature in 

light of explanations and 

justifications 

Hopkins 

 

(Hopkins, 

2001) 

Agenda 

Policy 

Vision 

Design 

Strategy 

Definition, 

Examples, 

Works by, 

Works if, 

Measures of effectiveness 

Cases 

To explain how plans 

affect ability to act and 

patterns of action 
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The question Susskind (Susskind et al., 2000) addresses under the label of planning is how to 

decide what to do among a group of constituents or organizations: by technocratic expertise, competition 

among advocates, or facilitated mediation among stakeholders. Susskindôs types imply a technocratic 

planner resolving issues through one plan and implementing it, a competition among advocacy plans to 

yield a winner to be enacted, or a mediation about a cluster of issues to gain agreement for action. The 

idea of consensus on an overarching plan is frequently associated with these approaches. Advocacy 

planning (Davidoff, 1965; Davidoff, Davidoff, & Gold, 1970) focuses on a competition among interests 

to determine the agreed outcome.  It is thus a direct substitute for mediation or technocratic planning if we 

assume that the task is to achieve collective agreement about what to do. 

  

These first four typologies in Table 1 sidestep the specific functions of plans in the narrow sense 

being used in this paper. They focus instead on means for regulating othersô actions or on means for 

collective decision making. Regulation that sets the assignment of rights is one way to change expected 

actions. Committing, as a member of a group, to advocate for a particular joint action, to take a particular 

joint action, or to take particular individual actions is another way to change expected actions. Plans, 

however, work in yet other ways.  

 

Donaghy and Hopkins (2006) distinguish among plans as statements of intent about related 

actions, regulation as an arbiter of markets versus command and control, collective choice and its basis in 

and for collective action, and the micro political processes through which people shape deliberation, 

beliefs, and attitudes. All of these phenomena are important in understanding and influencing urban 

development. Relationships among them matter. We cannot investigate these phenomena or their 

relationships effectively, however, without acknowledging that they are indeed distinct concepts. 

 

Hopkins (2001) identifies five ways in which plans can affect what people do, none of which are 

through enforceable regulation or collective choice. We cannot fully understand what is going on in urban 

development without understanding these uses of plans, as well as the use of regulations, collective 

choice, and politically savvy communication. None of what is argued here inherently contradicts 

arguments about the other questions; we are simply addressing a different set of questions. In other words, 

interacting plans occur regardless of the particular property rights regime and regulations, regardless of 

the processes of collective choice, and regardless of specifics of deliberative democracy or critical 

communicative practice. Some property rights regime must exist and might change. Some processes of 

deliberation and collective choice must exist and might change. 

 

 

Acting under the Influence of Plans: An Interacting Plans Perspective 

 

The major inadequacy of the typologies in Table 1 is that they do not address the specific 

possibility of several organizations having plans at the same time and over a period of time and the way in 

which issues, decisions, and actions among interacting organizations might then play out. The distinction 

between a conventional plan perspective and an interacting plans perspective is diagrammed in Figure 2. 

As shown in Figure 2a, in the conventional perspective the agents agree first in terms of a plan, from 

which actions in common derive and result in a pattern of land development and activities. In contrast, as 

shown in Figure 2b, the interacting plans perspective assumes that each actor has a plan, acts in relation to 

that plan, and the actions of the various agents result in a development pattern. Note that the interacting 

plans perspective is inherently larger in analytical scope in that Figure 2b could contain instances of 

Figure 2a, but not vice versa. Including an instance of the first in the second requires only that agents can 

be organizations or coalitions of agents.  
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Figure 2a  Conventional planning perspective 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2b Interacting plans perspective 

 

 

The distinctions are further emphasized in Figure 3. The conventional perspective shown in 3a 

focuses on the processes by which the agents agree on a plan, which is indeed the focus of much of the 

planning theory literature. The circle representing this process could be any mechanism of collective 

choice, including collaborative deliberation, mediation and consensus building as one particular form, 

adversarial advocacy, critical communication, or any other institutional or coercive process of collective 

choice. Investigation of the effectiveness of such plans not surprisingly focuses on whether the actions 

were taken and whether the expected patterns of development and activity occurred. 

 

 The interacting plans perspective adds two additional questions: How can and should we plan 

effectively knowing that others are also planning? How can and should we act effectively in light of our 

own and others plans and actions? It is no longer possible to focus on the conventional questions of plan 

consistency, plan quality, or plan implementation conformance (Baer, 1997). To reframe more precisely 

questions appropriate to the interacting plans perspective, we first consider a story of urban development 

that reverses the usual perspective of stories of planning: Rather than telling a story of how people came 

together to make a plan and how they implemented that plan (e.g., Johnson, 1996; Talen, 1996, 1998), we 

tell a story of what development actions occurred and what plans influenced these actions. 
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Figure 3a Planning as practice focusing on collective choice 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 3b Planning as practice focusing on interacting plans and actions (simplified to represent influence 

of other plans only on plans and actions of second agent)
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Urban Development in Urbana, Illinois 

 

Under the influence of many plans, commercial and residential development on the east side of 

Urbana has been restructured over the last 35 years, moving the edge of development a mile and a half to 

the east. The purpose of this story is to consider how plans were used and the implications for learning 

how to use plans more effectively. This is but one story of change in the face of many plans for Urbana, 

Illinois. Additional examples consistent with this perspective, but reported in a slightly different way, 

include Urbana downtown redevelopment in the 1960s (Hopkins, 2001, pp. 82-86) and uses of the 2005 

Urbana Comprehensive Plan (Hopkins, 2007). Development on the north has negotiated conflicts among 

an expanding medical center, neighborhood groups, commercial opportunities, and university student 

housing demand (Knowles-Yanez, 1997). Recently identified by the American Planning Association as 

one of Ten Great Neighborhoods, The West Urbana Neighborhood between the University of Illinois and 

Downtown Urbana has sustained through hard work its strong component of single family housing.  

 

 
 

Figure 4 Urbana, Illinois development stories 

 

 


