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PLANNERS' ROLES

Asthe planning professon evolved, and with the proliferation of planning activities,
planners roles have grown increasingly diverse. Severd studies have concluded that
some roles are more effective in certain contexts than others; this reinforces what we
would expect based on experience and common sense. Some of the roles that
planners may fill are described below.

Technician-Administrator

This is the traditiond role of the planner in governmenta contexts. the technicd
expert a the service of dected officids. The role can be effective when politica
leaders delegate authority to planners. The planner can apply professona expertise
to effect objectives that have been wel-defined by the policy-makers with
confidence that government can muster the support and resources necessary for ther
redization.

Frequently, however, this dtudtion is the ided rather than the redity, and the
expected rdationship between adminigrative planner and politician bresks down or
never even develops. This may happen when the government represents a diversity
of interests that are rarely reconciled in the consensus necessary for effective action.
Then the neutral adminidtrator role must be supplemented or superseded by one of

the other roles before the planner's proposal's can have an impact on policy.45

Mobilizer

Often the planner must actively develop support for plan implementation. She may
assume the role of a mobilizes, making dlies of government agencies or appeding to
the public at large, directly or through the media Since these actions can put the
planer a odds with dected officids who are againgt the policies he or she
advocates, the planner is assuming a politica role. Political roles put the planner at
rik. If he fals or even does not succeed in mobilizing enough of a condituency in
his support, the planner may find himsdlf out of a job. However, in some contents the
planning function in itsdf may involve a mobilizing role, where planners have to
devdop a condituency to legitimize ther efforts some cases of neighborhood

planning have displayed this effect. *
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Mediator

Another palitica role which the planner may have to assume so asto get the

planning process under way or to enable implementation of the plan's proposasis
that of the mediator, or broker. Here the planner's technica expertise hasto be joined
with political indtincts and interactive skills to combine diverse and sometimes
conflicting interests into a supportive codition. The planner's particular contribution
may be in identifying problems of common concern, in developing proposas that

can address these problems and at the same time bridge differences between parties
or give each of the involved interests something they want. Thus, the planning

process may become ingrumenta in devel oping consensus among a previoudy

fragmented congtituency around a set of mutually agreeable proposa 347

Entrepreneur

Another role, less overtly public but political nonetheless, is that of entrepreneur.
The entrepreneur wins support for plans by gathering the resources needed to carry
them out. In thisrole, the planner puts together the funds, as well as the necessary
adminidrative approva and political support, to implement plans. The planner often
develops entrepreneuria proposals specificdly to generate resources for the
organization. The success of such efforts gives the entrepreneur planner the
necessary base for izngol ementing other plans, which may have fewer obvious and

short-term bendfits.

Advocate and Guerrilla

The advocate role means the representation of specia interest groups. These range
from neighborhood residents to poor people to organizations, such as churches,
consumer agencies, or corporations.

As discussed earlier, the citizen participation required by federa programsin
the 1960s meant that the role of the advocate planner became ingtitutionaized.
Though most of these programs no longer exist, the advocate planning role lives on
in issue-oriented groups such as the Suburban Action Ingtitute, the Sierra Club, and
consumer organizations.

The development of neighborhood planning programs has led to the
indtitutionalization of the advocate role in city government. The neighborhood
planners, dthough employed and paid by city hall, are expected to be advocates for
the specid interests of their communities, sometimes in opposition to the more
generd public interest represented by the city planning agency.

The advocate role does bring planning a step closer to the people, but often
results in an ambivaent Stuation. Sometimesiit creates community planners



who are"guerrillas' in the bureaucracy, and the role conflicts have not yet been
satisfactorily reﬁolved.49

Other Roles

The roles presented above are limited to particular contexts, or have to be assumed
under particular conditions to succeed. A planner working for a strong chief
executive in awell-organized city may well be mogt effectivein a
technica-adminidrative role. Trying to act as abroker may be unnecessary, and if
she does succeed in putting together a codition it may be perceived as an attempt to
grab power, and she may lose her job. On the other hand, a planner working for a
poor neighborhood may have to be amobilizer firgt, then amediator, and a the same
time become an entrepreneur to atract outside resources into the community.
Limiting his efforts to technica-adminisirative assstance and advice may doom the
planner here to impotence.

Some observers have suggested other roles for planners. What these have in
common, in contrast to the roles we have discussed, is ther inclusive character, often
in reaction to the traditiona technicd-professond role prescribed for the planner.
For example, William Baer has suggested that planners might regard themsalves as
midwives, rather than the prevailing image of the expert, more analogous to the
physician. In other words, the planner is assisting a process of decision making and
policy development in which, while he is not the main actor, he is an important

facilitator.

Another effort to demydtify the planner's expertise presents the planner as
adviser. Inthisview:

Advice and planning are human activities that make sense of the
world by talking about it ... When we give advice, we tell stories,
and when we plan we are figuring out whet to do with others. So

advice and planning naturally go together.51

Whileintuitively atractive, the idea of planning as advice failsto come to grips with
the question of why the planner should be qudified to give advice. It ends up
sraddling the range from empathy-the neighbor who understands your problems
because he shares them-to the "transcendent claim” for sacred knowledge: the
planner as buddy to the planner as priest.

Neverthdess, the idea of the planner as advisor generates some useful
indghts. For example: "How advisors are wrong depends on the kind of clamsthey
make to being tight."52 This suggests that much of the shadow that hasfdlen on
planning in the last decade may be directly due to the inflated claims made
previoudy. The advisor's role for the planner envisages an interaction between
planner and client where the planner's claim of expertise has to be mutually agreed
upon and accepted, a claim that can only be commensurate with his capabilities for
performance.
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Findly, some have come to see planners as interpreters or communicators. This
approach suggests that how planners devel op and present proposals is perhaps even
more important than the content of the proposals themselves. The planner hereisa
mediator in aprocess of socid interaction, and the quality of her tranamission may
criticaly affect outcomes.

Thisideaisthe result of two streams of thought. Oneisthe
phenomenologicd view of the world-that is, that peoples actions are the result of
how they perceive and experience events around them, rather than of any objective
redlity, if, indeed, any such redlity could be agreed upon by everyone®®

The second is a school of thought that sees socid and politica interactions as
encompassing what are traditiondly regarded as "objective’ science and
knowledge.>* Consequently, the mediators of such knowledge, or experts, have to be
conscious of their roles, and of the organizationa, class, or culturd biases and
interests of the messages they creste and transmit.>®

The planner's role as interpreter and communicator iSto present to society-in
the form of decision makers and affected condituenciesin governments, ingitutions,
and organizations-a version of redity and of the interventions possible to changeit.
The planning process, then, is an ongoing dialogue among the participating public,
with the active mediation of the planners, to arrive & a societal consensus on what is
happening, and what can be done to change what is amiss.

What do these views imply for how planners should act in practice? Research
on thisquestion is dill initsinfancy, and as of yet there are not many answers.
However, dl their implications suggest a much more responsive, interactive, and
experience-based mode of planning, and less reliance on andyss by scientific
methods, or on arationa planning method that aims to persuade by the
reasonableness of its proposal's and the objectivity of its information.®

The experience of successful contemporary practitioners aso confirms these
findings, together they assart the importance of the planner's political context. The
effective planner is the one who appreciates the redlities, opportunities and
condraints of the ingdtitutionsin which sheis acting and their wider politica
environment.®’ Intuitively, or as aresult of her education and experience, she will
command arepertoire of political strategies and will know how and when to deploy
them to best effect. Guy Benveniste shows how planners can use some of these
drategiesin ther roles as advisors to "The Prince" which iswhat he cdlsthe
planners client: the government or agency in which he works, or the officid, board
or committee whom he serves.>®



Reprise: Aswith planning models, planners roles have come to display an amazing
diversty, both in theory and in practice. The planner can be anything: from a
back-room technician (perhaps a " grey-eminence’ in the evolution of palicy)
andyzing the implicatiors of the output of a computerized land-rise modd, to an
advocate presenting a community's "counter plan” to the local council; from an
entrepreneur hobnobbing in the corridors-of-power with the officids of nationa
funding agencies, of banks and insurance corporations, or of benevolent foundations,
to an adminigtrator-bureaucrat amending the wording of a zoning ordinance; from a
communicator & the same time understanding the problems of a neighborhood group
and winning their trug, to an advisor telling acommunity and its eected officids the
story of what their city might become, and how to make it happen.

Today, the only thing that is certain aout planners rolesis uncertainty: the
changeability of rolesin different contexts, the ambiguity of previoudy unquestioned
cdamsof scientific infdlibility and professond expertise, and the continuing
emergence of novel views of planners roles with the diffusion of different views of
human and societd relations. As aresult, the burden on the individual planner is
heavier than it has ever been before. Expectations are as high as ever, but no one-not
the theorist, not the educators, nor even experienced and successful practitioners-has
any norms of role behavior to suggest beyond the kind of truismsthet are easly
ble to common sense: adapt your role to your situation, become worthy of the
trust of the people you work with, and so on. In the next chapter, we shal explore the
implications of this uncertainty for the way planners view themsalves, and the way
planning is viewed by society.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

1. Inyour community, region, or State, think of an example of each of the following
subgtantive planning aress.
(@ Land-useplanning;
(b)  Urban dedgn;
()  Trangportation planning;
(d) Panning public investmentsin facilities and infrastructure;
() Housng;
()  Environmenta planning;
(9 Energy planing;
(h)  Regiond/state economic development;
(i)  Neighborhood and community development;
() Hedthplanning.



