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communities to move towards a sustainable future. This paper investigates two 
key categories of indicators: 1) socio-ecological indicators and 2) process 
indicators. The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development, the 
foundation of this research, offers a science-based and principled definition of 
sustainability, as well as a method for structuring, evaluating and informing the 
design of indicators. A universally applicable set of community planning 
process indicators has been devised through ‘backcasting’. First, a list of 
Success Criteria for an ideal sustainable community planning process was 
developed. To determine the gaps that require monitoring, general practices in 
current planning were next assessed against this vision of success. Indicators 
were then brainstormed to measure closure of the highlighted gaps and 
movement towards success. Finally, these indicators were evaluated against a 
comprehensive list of ideal indicator characteristics. In summary, applying 
whole systems and strategic approaches to identifying and designing indicators 
can be relevant in any context. Process indicators provide the structure in 
which to monitor planning at every level and across disciplines so that 
appropriate socio-ecological indicators can then be derived, while 
simultaneously ensuring more effective governance. 
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Executive Summary 

This thesis was initiated in response to the need for organizations to 
strategically track their progress towards sustainability. Although relevant 
to any organization, this research was focused on developing an indicator 
set to measure the planning process of communities to ensure they are 
strategically moving towards sustainability. The Framework for Strategic 
Sustainable Development (FSSD) – the foundation upon which this 
research is based – offers a scientifically relevant and whole-systems 
definition of sustainability, as well as a method for structuring, evaluating 
and informing the selection and design of indicators. The authors have 
displayed how the method of backcasting can be applied in developing a 
universal set of community Planning Process Indicators.  

 

Introduction 

Communities currently face the difficulties of reaching consensus on a 
definition of sustainability and of understanding how to progress toward it 
(Woltjer 2000, 136). To track progress in moving towards sustainability 
and to aid decision-making, many communities have adopted the use of 
indicators. However, without a clear definition of sustainability and an 
effective process to guide the selection of appropriate indicators, 
communities can easily become overwhelmed in their attempts to choose 
strategic indicators that effectively help move them towards sustainability 
(Hinterberger and Schmidt-Bleek 2003). 

A Generic Indicator Design Process was formulated, incorporating 
components from various literature, and includes the FSSD’s method of 
Backcasting from Sustainability Principles. Backcasting is a planning 
procedure by which a successful outcome is imagined in the future, 
followed by the question: “what do we need to do today to reach this place 
of success?” The Generic Indicator Design Process includes four steps:  

1. Design Success Criteria 
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2. Assess today’s current reality against the Success Criteria 

3. Brainstorm indicators 

4. Evaluate and select indicators 

For the purpose of this research, two types of indicators have been 
considered: 

1. Socio-Ecological Indicators (SEIs) – measure how a community’s 
initiatives are performing relative to its vision of sustainability; and 

2. Planning Process Indicators (PPIs) – relate to the success and 
structure of a community’s planning process. 

Although the Generic Indicator Design Process may be used for any 
circumstance requiring indicators, the main focus for this research was to 
develop a universal set of PPIs that can be adopted by communities wishing 
to track their progress towards sustainability.  

By using backcasting to address the needs highlighted above, the authors’ 
research question is as follows: 

In what ways can Backcasting from Sustainability Principles (a 
strategic and whole systems perspective) inform the selection and 
design of community indicators? 

 

Methodology 

This study included a theoretical analysis of sustainable community 
planning, literature reviews, gap analysis, exploratory and structured 
interviews, and feedback from experts, presented in the following two 
phases: 

• Phase I: Background Research – literature reviews and exploratory 
interviews on current indicator selection practices.  
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• Phase 2: Application of the Generic Indicator Design Process in a 
community context – in cooperation with sustainability experts, to 
develop a set of community Planning Process Indicators. 

In addition, an ideal strategic planning process was created as an example of 
how a community planning process can meet the determined Success 
Criteria.  

 

Results 

Working with the Expert Panel in applying the Generic Indicator Design 
Process to community planning derived the Success Criteria highlighted 
below. 

The Planning Process must… 
   …apply Backcasting from the Sustainability Principles. 
   …have committed leadership. 
   …be participatory. 
   …be iterative and adaptive. 
   …be efficient and timely. 
   …be transparent. 

In addition, the current reality assessment highlighted a number of core 
gaps. An overall lack of community engagement was noted throughout the 
planning processes, as well as a general lack of whole systems thinking. 
Problem solving had a recognized tendency to be reactionary, while a shared 
understanding of sustainability was lacking.  

A list community PPIs were brainstormed based on the aforementioned 
Success Criteria and current reality analysis of community planning. After 
evaluating the indicators, a set of 18 remained which best met the ideal 
indicator characteristics.   
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Discussion 

The author’s submit that a key leverage point for creating sustainable 
communities is how municipalities can plan strategically. In order to do 
this, measuring success is crucial in garnering support and providing 
feedback to constructively create a better, more vibrant sustainable 
community in which to live. 

Although the initial intent was to focus on identifying a generic set of SEIs 
for municipalities, through exploratory research it was revealed that, before 
identifying indicators, an established strategic sustainable community 
planning process must be undertaken. 

The key findings of this research include consideration of: 

• The role of the Success Criteria for community planning to facilitate 
movement toward sustainability; 

• The challenges of designing and evaluating indicators; and 

• The questions of implementation – how, when and by who? 

To understand how the current reality of community planning and the 
Success Criteria relate to one another, an analysis was conducted. The 
results of this scrutiny were intended to show whether the Success Criteria 
would, if complied with, theoretically build off current strengths and 
address all the shortcomings identified in the present planning process. 

The process of indicator evaluation and selection undergone for this 
research demonstrated that guiding criteria is helpful in highlighting the 
major weaknesses with the process indicators, and therefore where they 
need to be improved or discarded altogether. 

The overall feedback gathered during conversations with the Expert Panel 
was encouraging, as a number of opportunities exist to aid a successful 
planning process and indicator selection. The detailed results prove how 
backcasting can be used to create a community planning process that, in 
theory, can identify successful socio-ecological indicators for sustainability. 
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The Generic Indicator Design Process addresses the need in community 
planning processes for upstream thinking (in cause and effect chains), 
backcasting (in planning procedure), science based, systems perspective 
(looking at how the linkages affect the whole) for community sustainable 
development (Price, Basile and Robèrt 2000). 

Finally, by creating the Success Criteria to be general enough for wide-
ranging applicability within the community context, the indicators for the 
Success Criteria are also widely applicable. These indicators provide 
foundation for the development of a universal set of process indicators that 
can be used in any organization or community. This suggests that finding 
the ‘DNA’ of a successful strategic planning process towards sustainability 
can be applied to all planning processes. Simple, yet indispensable, having a 
plan that can incorporate complexity without reductionism is extremely 
beneficial (Broman, Holmberg, and Robèrt 2000).  

 

Conclusion 

The FSSD ultimately provides the basis for our Generic Indicator Design 
Process by outlining a method for selecting and designing indicators from a 
strategic sustainability perspective. By applying it to the community 
planning process, Success Criteria were developed, the current reality of 
planning processes was analysed, and indicators were brainstormed and 
evaluated to select a final list of 18 Planning Process Indicators. Using the 
Success Criteria can empower communities to create their own planning 
processes in a strategic way. Additionally, the 18 derived process indicators 
emphasize the need to track and monitor the performance of community 
planning to ensure more successful movement toward sustainability.  

As Donella Meadows comments in her paper Indicators and Information 
Systems for Sustainable Development, "we measure what we care about … 
and we care about what we measure" (1998, viii). Strategic community 
planning can promote energy that unites communities together behind a 
common vision of their future in a process that makes people fall in love 
with a place. 
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The following are recommendations for further research: 

• Test the developed Success Criteria and community PPIs in 
communities. 

• Track the success of PPIs linked to Success Criteria and SEIs. 

• Compare PPIs from year to year in order to develop a tool that 
shows overall progress towards sustainability. 

• Explore community participation in data gathering for PPIs. 

• Test the Generic Indicator Design Process in other organizational 
contexts. 
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Glossary 

Backcasting: A strategic planning method where a successful future is 
envisioned, and the current reality of today is assessed against the vision by 
asking ‘what do we need to do to get from here to there?’ (Holmberg and 
Robèrt 2000). 

Biosphere: The whole Earth’s surface, atmosphere, and sea that is 
inhabited by living things. (Rooney 1999) 

Co-Create: A process of developing an idea in collaboration with others. 
(Senge 1990) 

Community Planning: Any planning that is done for a community. This 
may include, but is not limited to, Official Community Plans, Municipal 
Planning Strategies, and/or Integrated Community Sustainability Plans and 
may encompass planning for a variety of aspects, such as sustainability, 
water use, economic development, parks, and/or land-use planning.  

Community Planning Process Indicators: Metrics used to track how 
effective is a community’s planning process.  

Downstream Solutions: Reactionary solutions that deal with the 
symptoms of larger systemic problems. 

Earth’s Crust: Also known as the lithosphere. The thin outermost layer of 
the Earth, approximately 1% of the Earth’s volume, that varies in thickness 
from 30-70 km below the continents to 6-8 km below the oceans. (Rooney 
1999)  

Eco-municipality: Municipalities that have adopted the Sustainability 
Principles to guide municipal policy and have committed to using a 
participatory approach. (James and Lahti 2004) 

Integrated Community Sustainability Plan: A community development 
plan in Canada focusing on sustainability strategies and initiatives, including 
targets of achievement and performance tracking indicators. (Government of 
Canada 2005) 



 xi 

Five Level Framework: A generic framework for planning and decision 
making in complex systems utilizing 5 distinct, non-overlapping levels: (1) 
System, (2) Success, (3) Strategy, (4) Actions, and (5) Tools. (Robèrt et al 
2002; Robèrt 2000; Holmberg and Robèrt 2000) 

Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD): Describes 
a generic five level framework used to understand and plan progress 
towards a sustainable society, by using backcasting from Sustainability 
Principles to prioritize strategic actions. (Robèrt et al 1997; Ny et al. 2006) 

Holistic: Including or involving all of something, where the parts of 
something are deemed intimately interconnected. For example, including 
somebody’s physical, mental and social conditions, not just physical 
symptoms, in the treatment of illness. (Rooney 1999) 

Indicator: Partial reflections of reality that help society understand current 
conditions, formulate decisions, and plan strategies (Meadows 1998, 1).  

Planning Process Indicator (PPI): Metrics used to track how effective a 
planning process is.  

Root Cause: The most basic reason for the presence of a problem, which, 
if eliminated, would prevent its recurrence. 

Socio-Ecological Indicators (SEIs): Metrics used to measure and monitor 
how effective an organization’s sustainability initiatives are in closing the 
gap between its current reality and its vision. 

Strategic Sustainable Community Planning Process: A strategic, 
whole systems, inclusive approach to community planning.  

Success Criteria: Minimum standards that must be met in order to reach 
achievement of an envisioned outcome.  

Sustainable Development: Meeting the needs of today without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs. 
(Bruntland 1987) 
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Sustainability: A state where the four Sustainability Principles are not 
violated. (Robèrt et al 1997; Ny et al 2006) 

Sustainability Principles: In the sustainable society, nature is not subject 
to systematically increasing… 

I) concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust  

II) concentrations of substances produced by society 

III) degradation by physical means 

and, in that society... 

IV) people are not subject to conditions that systematically 
undermine their capacity to meet their needs (Holmberg and 
Robèrt 2000) 

Upstream Solutions: Proactive solutions that address the source of the 
original problem, as opposed to the effects of it. 
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Acronyms 

BTH: Blekinge Tekniska Högskola / Blekinge Institute of Technology 

EP: Expert Panel 

FSSD: Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development 

GTA: Gas Tax Agreement 

ICSP: Integrated Community Sustainability Plan  

PPI: Planning Process Indicator 

SEI: Socio-Ecological Indicator 

SP: Sustainability Principles 

SSCPP: Strategic Sustainable Community Planning Process 
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1 Introduction 

Concern over our collective health and future wellbeing is beginning to 
permeate all societies. Across the world, NGOs, corporations, and 
governments of all levels are recognizing the innumerable challenges that put 
our social networks, economic stability and ecological diversity at risk. 
These pressures on people and the planet indicate an urgent need to take 
action, and many organizations have started planning sustainability 
initiatives in response. However, reactive responses can do little to help 
organizations predict and avoid unnecessary future obstacles, and thus 
don’t form a comprehensive sustainable plan. Strategic planning for 
sustainability is a complex process, requiring an upstream approach for 
decision-making and a method for monitoring movement in the right 
direction.  

 

1.1 Background on Current 
Community Planning Practices 

The Government of Canada has recognized the need to integrate sustainable 
development into community planning, and is encouraging municipalities to 
create sustainability plans. For example, in 2005, the Federal government 
passed the Gas Tax Agreement and pledged to direct those funds towards 
municipal sustainability initiatives. The aim of this program is to provide 
support for communities in planning for long-term sustainability. To access 
this financial support, municipalities are required to draft an Integrated 
Community Sustainability Plan (ICSP), with the intention of building 
partnerships to envision, plan and implement actions for the future 
wellbeing of the community. (Government of Canada n.d.) Additionally, 
each ICSP must include specific targets and indicators to ensure 
transparency and effective tracking of their successes (Bohn 2008).  

At the level of community planning, complexity is inherent. Assuming a 
top priority of planning is to promote the wellbeing of the community, the 
economy can be considered a mechanism to do so, and a healthy 
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environment a requisite for both. Planning, therefore, involves intricate 
processes that tackle a diversity of issues such as land-use planning, waste 
management, social services, transport, housing, recreation, and economic 
development while simultaneously dealing with a collection of dynamic 
actors such as community residents, politicians, developers, business 
owners, non-profit managers, and others (City of Hamilton 2007). In 
addition to these challenges, communities are faced with the difficulty of 
reaching consensus on a definition of sustainability and an understanding of 
how to progress towards it (Woltjer 2000, 136). 

 

1.2 An Introduction to Indicators 

To track progress in moving towards sustainability, and to aid decision-
making, many communities have adopted the use of indicators. Indicators 
can be defined as partial reflections of reality that help society understand 
current conditions, formulate decisions, and plan strategies (Meadows 
1998, 1).  

Thousands of sustainability indicators currently exist that aim to monitor 
society’s movement towards sustainability. A few examples include carbon 
dioxide emissions per capita, unemployment rates, and the number of black 
bears per hectare. (Visible Strategies 2007; Whistler 2020 2007) With such a 
wide selection, it is difficult for communities to select indicators that are 
realistic to monitor and that will accurately reflect movement towards 
sustainability. Without a clear definition of sustainability, and an effective 
process to guide the selection of appropriate indicators, communities can 
easily become overwhelmed in choosing strategic indicators (Hinterberger 
and Schmidt-Bleek 2003). Using indicators outside the scope of a robust 
definition of sustainability may result in actions focused on mitigating 
downstream effects, leading to reactive, instead of proactive, actions 
(Thomas, Basile, and Robèrt 2000). Alternatively, effective indicators 
should be designed to tackle social, economic and ecological problems at the 
level of root-causes, upstream in cause-effect chains (Smolko, Strange, and 
Venetoulis 2007). This research, then, will focus on developing a universal 
set of indicators that can be adopted by communities (new or existing) 
wishing to track their progress towards sustainability. 
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In addition to an overabundance of indicators, a second challenge is that the 
indicator selection process for strategic initiatives has not been well refined 
(Purcell 2007; Anderson and Bohn 2008; Evans 2008). Communities can be 
mired in the endeavour to identify indicators that will be both cost effective 
and relevant. As a result, the indicators selected are often arbitrarily 
identified and, subsequently, the efficacy of their application is 
questionable (Innes 1994; Mitchell 1996). Therefore, to develop a set of 
universal indicators, this research will outline an effective indicator selection 
process. 

For the purpose of this research, two types of indicators have been 
considered: 

1) Socio-Ecological Indicators (SEIs) – measure how a community’s 
initiatives are performing relative to its vision of sustainability (e.g. 
the number of fish in a local stream can reflect the success of a 
stream restoration initiative); and 

2) Planning Process Indicators (PPIs) – relate to the success and 
structure of a community’s planning process (e.g. how frequently 
the results of indicators are communicated to the public can reflect if 
a planning process is transparent). 

Although an abundance of sustainability indicators exist, most attention has 
been directed to SEIs, and less to PPIs (Stetcher 2005). While it may seem 
most useful to research a universal set of cost-effective, obtainable and 
upstream SEIs, their development should be dependent on a community’s 
unique vision and circumstance, making it ineffective to prescribe such 
indicators (Smolko, Strange, and Venetoulis 2006).  

Therefore, this thesis shifts the focus upstream to develop a set of PPIs that 
can be universally applied within communities to monitor the performance 
of their planning processes, and ensure all goals are aligned towards 
sustainability. This set of PPIs will aim to measure transparency, 
accountability, follow-through and stakeholder engagement in the planning 
process. Without these essential elements, a planning process can result in 
sustainability initiatives that are not likely to be successful in the long-term 
(Blowers 1993). By looking further upstream, monitoring the planning 
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process can ensure all resulting initiatives are strategic and in-line with 
sustainability.   

As such, undertaking a systematic process to identify the most 
comprehensive and cohesive set of indicators, specific to their priorities and 
action plans, is imperative to the success of a community’s sustainability 
initiatives (Thomas, Basile, and Robèrt 2000). A systems approach, big 
enough in time (as long as it needs to take) and space (sustainability in the 
biosphere) will reveal the interrelationships between sectors and align 
previously divergent areas towards a common vision of sustainability 
(Haraldsson 2004). Given these factors, it is reasonable to assume that 
successful PPIs can result in effective sustainability initiatives, and 
associated SEIs that successfully measure their progress towards 
sustainability. 

The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD), the 
foundation upon which this research is built, offers a science-based and 
principled definition of sustainability as well as a method for structuring, 
evaluating and informing the selection of indicators to effectively measure 
the community planning process. According to Becker, this is precisely 
what is needed for successful sustainable development strategies: “An 
operational definition of sustainable development is essential in determining 
the goals and a framework is important in linking this to the indicators.” 
(2004, 210) An explanation of the FSSD’s application in this thesis is 
provided in the following section. 

 

1.3 Framework for Strategic 
Sustainable Development (FSSD) 

The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) is an 
intellectually robust model for making systematic progress towards an 
attractive and sustainable society. This approach is based on a whole-
systems, scientifically relevant world-view, and is structured into five-
levels which guide planning in complex systems. The FSSD promotes 
dialogue, consensus building, and strategically prioritized actions, thereby 
creating the conditions for change to occur. It is a widely applicable 
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approach to sustainable development at multiple scales (e.g. global, 
national, corporate, community and individual) and compliments other 
environmental tools and approaches, such as the ecological footprint, life 
cycle assessment (LCA), ISO 14001 and others. (Robèrt et al. 2002; Ny et 
al 2006) 

The core concepts of FSSD include:  

• Taking a broad systems perspective; 

• Using a structured approach to organize and understand 
information, tools and concepts; 

• Using scientific principles that describe a sustainable earth system; 

• Backcasting from a vision of success based on these principles; 

• Prioritizing actions to arrive at a successful outcome as quickly and 
effectively as possible; and  

• Selecting and informing the tools needed for the transition. (Robèrt 
et al 2002) 

The FSSD is an effective model for strategically and analytically planning 
for sustainability (Robèrt et al 1997) based on the five-levels outlined below 
(see Figure 1): 
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System Level.  Level 1 includes understanding the basic rules within which 
“society in the biosphere” operates, such as thermodynamics and 
conservation laws, biogeochemical cycles, basic ecology, photosynthesis 
and the importance of diversity; and social systems such as institutions, 
networks, and society’s interdependent pursuit of human needs. A systems 
view at this level helps to highlight the interrelations within sectors, and 
between community planning and its impacts on regional, national and 
international sustainability, further emphasizing the need for sustainability 
to occur at every level of the global system (Holmberg, Robèrt, and 
Eriksson 1996).   

Success Level.  Level 2 outlines success by describing the basic minimum 
requirements for a sustainable society through a set of scientific and 
consensus based Sustainability Principles (SPs), derived from an 
understanding of the system (as explained above).  

The SPs are stated as follows: 

1. System 

2. Success 

3. Strategy 

4. Actions 

5. Tools 

Figure 1. Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development 
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In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically 
increasing: 

1. concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust, 

2. concentrations of substances produced by society, 

3. degradation by physical means, 

and, in that society... 

4. people are not subject to conditions that systematically 
undermine their capacity to meet their needs. (Holmberg & 
Robèrt 2000) 

These SPs have been derived based on a number of criteria. These include 
being: 

• based on a scientifically agreed upon view of the world, 

• necessary to achieve sustainability, 

• sufficient to cover all aspects of sustainability, 

• concrete enough to guide actions and problem solving, and 

• mutually exclusive to facilitate comprehension and monitoring. (Ny 
et al 2006)  

Within the context of community planning, the SPs provide constraints by 
helping communities ask good questions about their vision to ensure they 
are moving towards a future where the conditions of sustainability are met 
(AUMA 2007, 26). Accordingly, this enables communities to revisit their 
existing visions to ensure they are inline with the scientifically robust and 
principled definition of sustainability.  

Strategy Level. At level 3, one of the core elements of the FSSD emerges – a 
process called ‘backcasting from SPs’. First used in the 1980s in reference 
to energy studies (Robinson 1982), backcasting has subsequently been 
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applied in innumerable settings as a method that has been proven effective 
in moving organizations toward their vision of success (Robinson and 
Tansey 2006). Backcasting is a planning procedure by which a successful 
outcome is imagined in the future, followed by the question: “what do we 
need to do today to reach this place of success?” Backcasting can be 
distinguished from the common practice of extending and incrementally 
influencing current trends known as forecasting because it removes the 
constraints of historical and present limitations by imagining a future where 
success has already been achieved (Dreborg 1996). Backcasting recognises 
that there are a number of pathways to achieve success, but provides the 
necessary constraints from which creativity can grow. 

Applying backcasting from a community vision, which is framed by the 
SPs, can be advantageous for a variety of reasons: 

• It highlights key aspects within current organizational practices that 
should be emphasized and developed further. 

• It helps to recognize possibilities for strategic steps towards the 
vision. 

• Actions can be selected that solve current problems without creating 
additional future problems.  

• It makes it possible to connect short-term measures with the long-
term vision. (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000) 

Within this level, a set of strategic guidelines is outlined to help 
communities prioritize short-, medium-, and long-term measures. These 
guidelines are defined by the following three prioritization questions: 

1. Is this measure a step towards the community’s vision, which 
includes the Sustainability Principles? 

2. Can the measure be a flexible platform for future development 
towards the vision? 
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3. Does the measure provide adequate return on investment1? 

Actions Level. Level 4 incorporates all prioritized steps taken that will 
effectively help move the community towards compliance with the success 
level. 

Tools Level.  Level 5 encompasses any tool that will help a community 
move towards compliance with its stated goals by assisting in the 
movement towards, or maintenance of, success (Thomas, Basile, and Robèrt 
2000).  

One of the key strategic tools applied to compliment the process of 
backcasting from SPs used in the FSSD is known as the A-B-C-D (Robèrt 
2000). The following is a basic outline of this model: 

A Step: Awareness. Create a common understanding of what 
sustainability means based on the systems level. 

B Step: Baseline. Use this understanding of sustainability as a lens to 
critique where today’s operations are scrutinized against the SPs. 

C Step: Compelling Measures. Brainstorm visions and solutions that 
comply with the SPs.  

D Step: Down to business. Strategically prioritizing measures from C 
step by answering the three main questions: is the measure heading in 
the right direction in order to increase compliance with all the principles 
of the success? Is the measure flexible in that it can be developed 
further? And, is it likely to be a good return on investment? (Robèrt et 
al 2002) 

                                                

1 Further consideration may be required by the municipality to define “adequate 
return on investment” based on the community’s financial resources and structural 
capacity to ensure public buy-in and the long-term viability of the initiative. For 
example, while returns are commonly considered in financial terms, they may also 
include social, ecological, cultural and political resources. 
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Used as a strategic process to help effectively Backcast from SPs, the 
A-B-C-D model has been successful in helping bring about change 
toward sustainability, particularly in complex systems like 
communities.  

While the FSSD can be followed in these steps, the levels support one 
another and can occur simultaneously. For example, sustainability 
indicators, which can be found at the Tools Level, are used to measure or 
assess actions (level 4) to determine if they are strategic (level 3) to arrive at 
success (level 2) within the system (level 1).  

Given the complex decision-making processes involved in community 
planning, the FSSD offers a strategic and whole-systems approach to 
developing indicators. This research will predominantly focus on the 
Strategy Level by incorporating the use of backcasting and the A-B-C-D 
tool as strategic approaches to develop a Generic Indicator Design Process. 

 

1.4 A Generic Indicator Design 
Process 

By applying core concepts from the FSSD, a Generic Indicator Design 
Process was formulated that theoretically can be applied in any 
circumstance where indicators are needed. This can encompass anything 
from small-scale initiatives, such as stream restoration initiatives, to large-
scale projects, such as national sustainable development programs.  

Backcasting, as described in Section 1.3, falls within the FSSD at the 
Strategy Level as a core strategic element of sustainability planning. This 
process provides a platform from which indicators can be evaluated and 
selected from a vision of success and within the constraints of SPs.  

To aid in Backcasting from SPs, the A-B-C-D tool has also been proven 
effective in strategic approaches to complex decision-making. Based on 
these applications of backcasting, as well as the current reality of the 
indicator identification process, literature reviews, and exploratory 
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interviews were analyzed to inform the development of the Generic 
Indicator Design Process.  

The generic model is comprised of four steps (see Figure 2). For any given 
project, one must: 

1) Outline Success Criteria; 

2) Assess the current reality; 

3) Brainstorm indicators; and 

4) Evaluate and select indicators. 

 

 

Figure 2. A Strategic Approach to Selecting and Designing Sustainability 
Indicators 

 

1.4.1 Step 1: Outline Success Criteria 

Step One is to develop a clear and concise vision for the project that is 
creative, inspiring and compelling (Senge 1990). This vision must be 
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contained within the limits of the SPs, to ensure the project is in line with 
sustainability. To begin the indicator identification process, the vision is 
broken down into clear Success Criteria. The Success Criteria act as ‘goal 
posts’ for the project, and should clearly outline what criteria the project 
will follow once it reaches its vision. To ensure each Success Criteria is 
relevant, the following standards, which were used in developing the science 
and consensus-based Sustainability Principles, were adopted. To be useful, 
Success Criteria must be: 

• Distinct – ensure the criteria is comprehensive enough to aptly 
inform the development of usable monitoring tools; 

• Necessary – ensure the criteria will help to set proper priorities and 
help the understanding of success; 

• Sufficient – ensure the criteria does not overlook critical elements of 
sustainability; 

• Concrete – ensure the criteria is useful for evaluating and planning 
into the future; 

• General – ensure the criteria covers important aspects of 
sustainability, allows for easy coordination, and avoids 
redundancies. (Ny et al 2006, 63) 

The Success Criteria are evaluated against these standards. This becomes 
especially vital later, when indicators are selected to monitor if the project 
is meeting its Success Criteria.  

 

1.4.2 Step 2: Assess the Current Reality  

In Step Two, the current reality of the project is evaluated against the 
Success Criteria agreed upon in step one. This involves backcasting from 
the imagined Success Criteria to today, and identifying what factors affect 
the ability of the project to meet the Success Criteria. The Success Criteria 
act as a lens through which to look back at the present-day situation, 
thereby exploring the special conditions and relevant components that can 
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help or hinder the project. This helps to identify the gaps that may require 
monitoring.  

A useful method of completing a current reality assessment is to complete a 
SWOT analysis, which outlines the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, 
and Threats of the current reality in relation to the Success Criteria. Below 
is a brief description of what should be identified within each section. 

Strengths: Determine what exists today (internal to the project) that can 
potentially help achieve the vision of success. 

Weaknesses: List the weaknesses (internal to the project) existing today 
that will potentially prevent achieving the vision of success. 

Opportunities: Suggest opportunities (external to the project) existing 
today to help move towards achieving the vision of success. 

Threats: Identify possible threats (external to project) existing today that 
may hinder achieving the vision of success. (Armstrong 2006) 

 

1.4.3 Step 3: Brainstorm Indicators 

Once the gaps have been identified, a list of indicators are brainstormed that 
can track movement towards compliance with the Success Criteria. 
Following the traditional brainstorming process, use of creativity and 
imagination is encouraged, all ideas are recorded, and nothing is criticized as 
impossible. Backcasting from the Success Criteria in this way prevents 
constraints of today from restricting movement toward sustainability, 
engendering a creative tension that blooms new, innovative ideas. 

 

1.4.4 Step 4: Evaluate Indicators 

Finally, the list of brainstormed indicators must be evaluated to ensure that 
the most relevant and realistic indicators are selected for the project in an 
effort to mobilize interest and uncover hidden connections. To do this, 
indicators can be rated against a comprehensive list of ideal indicator 
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characteristics outlined in Table 1 below, which have been compiled from 
various sources and combined to avoid duplication (Hardi and Zdan 1997; 
Meadows 1998; Smolko, Strange, and Venetoulis 2006). 

Ideally, an indicator will be: 

• Designed from a holistic perspective – reveals linkages in the system and 
avoids compartmentalizing issues 

• Reflective of the community vision and values 

• Sufficient – gives an adequate picture of the situation 

• Valid – measures what it is meant to 

• Relevant – explains something meaningful that was previously unknown 

• Credible – yields trustworthy data 

• Measurable – data can be realistically attained, both in terms of affordability 
and feasibility 

• Compelling – communicates something appealing and worth measuring 

• Consistent and Reliable – based on stable values and can be reliably 
researched over time 

• Comparable – between projects and over time 

• Leading – information is provided in time to respond to it 

• Understandable – can be easily interpreted and applied with no uncertainty 
about the direction the indicator should be heading 

• Appropriate in scale – not over or under aggregated 

• Democratic – public has input into indicator design and has access to results 

• Hierarchical – a user can get the general message quickly and also access 
details if desired 

• Evolving – up for discussion, learning, and change 

Table 1. Ideal Indicator Characteristics 

 

These specific characteristics summarize the most pertinent qualities that 
indicators should have. While an ideal indicator will have all the 
characteristics noted above, in reality indicators may not actually meet this 
standard. Rather, the above-noted characteristics are meant to act as a guide 



15 

against which to gage indicators. Following a common set of characteristics 
to evaluate indicators will help “create common guidance within which a 
diverse team of people can work together.” (Smolko, Strange, and 
Venetoulis 2006, 31) The final list of selected indicators will then be 
comprised of the most effective and compelling data sets, and the weakest 
may be archived for a time when they may become more relevant or 
realistic. Using the listed characteristics for evaluating indicators will ensure 
the rigor and thoroughness of the indicator selection process, which will 
directly result in more successful and useful indicators.  

The four steps of the Generic Indicator Design Process can offer support 
and guidance in strategically identifying indicators for any project. While 
the details of who is involved in this design process, at what stage the 
indicators are reporting on and how frequently they are revised has not been 
discussed here, further reference to its application to community planning 
can be found in Section 3 and 4.  

To develop a set of universally applicable community PPIs, this Generic 
Indicator Design Process was implemented.  

 

1.5 Justification 

Currently, sustainability indicators are garnering attention at all levels of 
governance (Mineur 2007). As mentioned in Section 1.1, local 
municipalities are being challenged to determine sustainability targets and 
ways of measuring advancement toward these benchmarks (Pintér, Hardi 
and Bartelmus 2005). To ensure all targets are in-line with sustainability, 
PPIs provide the opportunity to monitor the effectiveness of community 
planning across disciplines.  

While community planning is an ongoing, evolving process, from a 
sustainability perspective, there is still a lack of strategic approaches to 
community development. Many models have evolved to help confront the 
challenges of complexity in community planning, yet “many planning 
processes still proceed with an inadequate representation of interests and 
often end in problems such as lack of public acceptance, ineffective 
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outcomes or long-lasting disagreement.” (Woltjer 2000, 1) Municipal 
departments often work in isolation from one another, resulting in a lack of 
a whole systems understanding of a) the strengths and challenges within the 
community, and b) the impact various policies and projects have on other 
sectors (Purcell 2007; Walker 2007; Wilson 2007; Anderson and Bohn 
2008). ICSPs are making an important contribution to changing current 
practices, as they compel municipalities to document their approaches to 
sustainable community planning. However, in most cases, community plans 
are tackled from a land-use planning perspective, and not from a whole 
systems standpoint, causing key issues to be overlooked (James and Lahti 
2004). Moving towards sustainability, the main goal of the FSSD, can 
become the basis for a shared vision in community planning. Having this 
common vision of the future can then unite and align departments to 
compliment each other and move forward with the same purpose (Blowers 
1994, 27). 

With this in mind, various experts in the field suggest there is a need for a 
strategic process to inform the selection of indicators (Hammond et al 1995; 
Price, Basile, and Robèrt 2000; Pintér, Hardi, and Bartelmus 2005; Hak, 
Moldan, and Dahl 2007; Baxter & Purcell 2008). Accordingly, the central, 
but essential, challenges to sustainable development evaluation methods are: 

• The need for reiteration, which is both costly and time consuming; 

• Having them be meaningful to the public in a way that translates 
into policy and action; and 

• Ensuring they are responsive to change, both in terms of what is 
being assessed and the techniques used to carry out the assessments. 
(Becker 2004) 

The authors believe that an upstream analysis of the planning process, and 
its indicators, is necessary before addressing SEIs. Once the planning 
process is successful, new initiatives will aid strategic movement towards 
sustainability, and support selection. (See Figure 2) 

 



17 

1.6 Scope and Limitations 

Scope.  The focus of this paper is on Canadian community planning. 
Communities can range in demographic and geographic size, which may 
include municipalities, regional districts, rural communities, and others. 
Planning encompasses any groundwork a community does to produce 
sustainability plans, community plans (sometimes referred to as regional 
plans, municipal plans, or official community plans), and departmental 
plans (such as waste, water, or economic development). As the authors 
believe that all planning should be developed through the lens of 
sustainability, this is relevant to all planning processes and not just those 
that are specifically designated for sustainable development. 

Limitations.  The Resort Municipality of Whistler is one of the few 
examples of communities using the FSSD to design indicators. However, to 
the authors’ knowledge, the FSSD has not yet been used to help inform the 
process of designing community PPIs. It was, therefore, not possible to 
draw on previous research and evidence of the proposed theories. Time 
constraints also limited the extent to which the topic could be explored and 
practically examined.   

 

1.7 Research Objectives 

This research is motivated by a number of goals. Specifically, the 
researchers hope this thesis will: 

• demonstrate the advantages of introducing sustainability into the 
early stages and across every level of community planning; 

• help address and bridge the gaps in sustainable community planning 
and in sustainability indicator selection; 

• show the advantages of using the FSSD and backcasting from SPs in 
identifying indicators; and 
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• empower communities to lead the path toward a sustainable future 
by supporting existing practices and offering a new set of tools. 

 

1.8 Research Question 

By using the FSSD to address the needs highlighted above, the authors’ 
research question is as follows: 

In what ways can Backcasting from Sustainability Principles (a 
strategic and whole systems perspective) inform the selection and 
design of community indicators? 

The following section outlines how we attempted to answer to this research 
question. 
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2 Methodology 

 

2.1 Research Approach 

In conducting this study, the following were completed: a theoretical 
analysis of sustainable community planning, literature reviews, gap 
analysis, exploratory and structured interviews, and collection of feedback 
from experts.  

This section describes the phases of this research (See Figure 3): 

1) Phase 1 – Background Research,  

2) Phase 2 – Application of the Generic Indicator Design Process 
in a community context.  

 

Figure 3. Methodology 

 

2.2 Phase 1: Background Research 

2.2.1 Literature Review 

A literature review was undertaken to understand the role and relevancy of 
community planning processes and indicators in sustainable community 
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development. The literature review focused on key concepts of sustainable 
development and community planning. This included documents ranging 
from municipal development plans and official community plans, to journal 
articles on community indicator development and planning processes. 

 

2.2.2 Exploratory Interviews  

The exploratory interviews were used to gain familiarity with the current 
state of indicator selection (as reported in the Introduction). Exploratory 
interviews were held on the topic with representatives working with 
indicators in Canada, and with representatives from eco-municipalities in 
Sweden. The authors’ intent was to understand the current reality of 
indicator identification processes in communities. To gain this 
understanding, interviews were held with representatives from:  

• The International Institute for Sustainable Development,  

• AtKisson Group, Local Solutions Consulting Services,  

• Sheltair Consulting Group,  

• The Resort Municipality of Whistler,  

• Federation of Canadian Municipalities, and  

• The Natural Step Canada.  

Also, face-to-face interviews were conducted with representatives from the 
eco-municipalities of Luleå, Gållivare, Kalix, Övertorneå, and Pajala, all 
located in Norrland, Sweden. Through our meetings with municipal and 
business leaders in these eco-municipalities, we sought to gain a unique 
understanding of if, and how, these communities have ...   

…strategically incorporated sustainable practices into their operations; 

…developed models of collaboration between eco-municipalities, local 
businesses and the community; 
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…practically employed sustainable community development; and 

…selected indicators that will cost-effectively and strategically measure 
progress towards sustainability. 

This background information was collected to gain a clear understanding of 
the opportunities and challenges in current indicator selection practices, 
which helped to inform the generic model (outlined in Section 1.4).  

 

2.3 Phase 2: Applying the Generic 
Indicator Design Process in a 
Community Context 

Once Phase One was completed, and the generic indicator design process 
had been articulated, Phase Two was undertaken to test the indicator 
selection process in a community context. To demonstrate the application 
of the generic process, the authors applied it to determine a set of PPIs for 
community planning. To ultimately identify indicators, the generic indicator 
design process was applied to the community planning process within the 
constraints of the SPs outlined in the scientific, systems perspective 
approach of the FSSD. This section describes the steps taken to apply the 
generic process to determine a set of community Planning Process 
Indicators. 

 

2.3.1 Expert Panel Selection 

An Expert Panel was selected to work through the generic model with the 
authors, in hopes of co-creating a set of Community Planning Process 
Indicators that can be relevant to Canadian communities. Experts were 
selected who had experience with community planning processes in a 
variety of capacities and efforts were taken to ensure balanced 
representation of gender, geographic location and degrees of speciality. 
Representatives were targeted from non-governmental organizations, 
private consultants, and various levels of government. Based on these 
criteria, the Expert Panel included:  
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• László Pintér, Director with the International Institute for 
Sustainable Development;  

• Kelly Learned, Long-Range Planner with the Town of Cochrane;  

• Mike Purcell, Senior Sustainability Advisor with The Natural Step 
Canada;  

• Angela Evans, Consultant with Local Solutions Consulting Services; 
and,  

• Carmen Bohn, Manager of Capacity Building Program with the 
Federation of Canadian Municipalities.  

The authors used the expertise of this diverse group to work through each 
level of the Generic Indicator Design Process and develop a set of 
Community Planning Process Indicators.  

Feedback from each member of the Expert Panel was acquired through 
written feedback, followed up with structured telephone interviews. The 
written feedback form (see Appendix A) consisted of ten statements 
regarding the community planning process, which the Expert Panel was 
asked if they agreed with, and to explain why or why not. By requesting 
the Expert Panel respond to statements, the authors believe more robust 
and genuine responses resulted, as responses were based on a reaction of 
opinion as opposed to simple answers for open-ended questions (Larson 
2003). The structured phone interviews facilitated an open dialogue and 
allowed both parties to reach a shared understanding of, and participate in 
the co-creation of the application of the generic model to a community 
planning process.  

Working with the Expert Panel, the following steps were taken to apply the 
generic model to Community Planning: 

• Determining success criteria for an ideal planning process 

• Assessing the current reality of community planning process 

• Brainstorming indicators 
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• Evaluation of indicators  

 

2.4 Meeting the Success Criteria – an 
example 

Once the Generic Indicator Design Process had been applied to community 
planning, an example community planning process was formulated to 
demonstrate how a community planning process can meet the Success 
Criteria. The Strategic Sustainable Community Planning Process (SSCPP) 
was based on the experiences of several eco-municipalities (James and Lahti 
2004), literature reviews, and structured interviews. By utilizing the key 
components to structure the community planning process, any community 
can ensure their process is on the right track to generate an effective 
sustainability plan.  

In addition, a Best Practices Checklist (see Appendix C) was developed to 
fortify the understanding of the practical relevancy, applicability and 
strength of using a strategic approach to sustainable community planning.  
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3 Results 

This section outlines the results of the research conducted to apply the 
Generic Indicator Design Process to derive indicators for a community 
planning process. Through application of theory, exploratory interviews, 
literature reviews, and feedback from the Expert Panel, sufficient data was 
gathered to answer the research question: In what ways can Backcasting 
from Sustainability Principles to inform the selection and design of 
community indicators?  

The results are presented in four sections as follows: 

• Section 1: Success Criteria for Community Planning 

• Section 2: Current Reality of Community Planning 

• Section 3: Evaluate and select Planning Process Indicators 

• Section 4: Expert Feedback  

 

3.1 Success Criteria 

Applying the first step of the Generic Indicator Design Process to 
community planning derived a list of Success Criteria that can support a 
community’s movement towards sustainability. Presented below are the six 
essential elements for success in community planning, based on a review of 
leading research and experiences on the subject of sustainability and 
community planning (Hardi and Zdan 1997; Robèrt et al 1997; Meadows 
1998; Woltjer 2000; Doppelt 2003; James and Lahti 2004; Whistler 2020 
2006; Baxter and Purcell 2007; Province of British Columbia 2007; Learned 
2008; Bohn 2008; Evans 2008). Following each Success Criteria is a more 
complete description of what aspect of success the criterion is aiming to 
cover.  

The Planning Process must… 
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…apply Backcasting from the Sustainability Principles 

A clear definition of sustainability, encompassed by the 
Sustainability Principles, is required to inform every decision 
affecting the future of the community. The vision a community 
creates for itself must be based on a shared understanding and 
appreciation of the Sustainability Principles. This understanding of 
sustainability is taught to create a shared language, greater 
involvement, and more effective participation. Further, it allows for 
complete integration of the Sustainability Principles throughout the 
organization. Decisions, now based on the Sustainability Principles, 
aim to result in concrete actions (long and short-term) that provide 
flexible platforms with adequate return on investment (financial, 
social, political, cultural and/or natural capital), while moving the 
community towards its vision of sustainability. 

…have committed leadership 

Political, managerial, and community representatives publicly 
commit resources to planning for sustainability. In addition, 
designated planning process managers, who are accountable for 
ensuring the process stays on track, are given the time and resources 
to support, lead, and facilitate the process. 

…be participatory 

Investment is made into political and social capital by developing 
quality community participation to co-create the future together and 
increase community ownership of the plan. Community expertise is 
sought by utilizing the local knowledge of citizens and to ensure a 
whole systems approach. Participation is fair in the sense that 
everyone has equal opportunity to be heard, however, the goal is 
community trust and support of the planning process, as opposed 
to 100% community participation. Lastly, the diversity of public 
participation reflects the diversity of the community. 

…be iterative and adaptive 
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Planning is an ongoing process that undergoes continual reflection 
and scrutiny. This facilitates proactive adaptation to changing 
circumstances and community needs, while allowing for further 
participation with each iteration.  

…be efficient and timely 

Reasonable, yet strict, timelines are set, reflecting both the capacity 
of the institution to carry out the process, as well as the urgency of 
sustainability issues. Hours spent on planning are done strategically 
in order to reach desired milestones without hindering progress.  

…be transparent 

Persons actively working on the planning process are aware of their 
role within the process, communicate with, and feel trust in, one 
another. Successes and failures of the process are communicated and 
learned from openly to ensure transparency through the use of 
process indicators. Reporting on the planning process is honest, 
frequent, and thorough, whereby the public has access to 
information throughout the process. 

 

3.1.1 Meeting the Success Criteria – An 
Example 

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed 
citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that 
ever has. –Margaret Mead  

As an example of how to achieve the Success Criteria, the authors 
developed a theoretical model for an ideal planning process, the Strategic 
Sustainable Community Planning Process (SSCPP). This example builds on 
intuitive elements (such as iterative learning loops) that exist to influence 
the furthering of the community planning process. The SSCPP allows such 
components to flow into a logical scheme, while at the same time leaving 
ample room for cultural variation and different styles of application.  



27 

An example of how backcasting from the four SPs can be institutionalized, 
the SSCPP employs community engagement and expertise to develop 
quality plans that reflect the vision and values of the community at large. 
The four-step process outlines the key elements of the SSCPP – an iterative 
process that includes increasingly more people, allows for deeper analysis 
with each iteration, and results in producing a rigorous sustainability plan.  

This proposal assumes that a successful SSCPP, proven successful by the 
indicators assigned to track the process, will inevitably produce effective 
SEIs that will themselves successfully track a community’s progress 
towards sustainability.  

 

3.2 Current Reality of Community 
Planning 

Before determining a set of PPIs required to evaluate the success of 
community planning, a baseline understanding of the current situation in 
community planning and sustainability was needed. This baseline was 
juxtaposed against the Success Criteria outlined above. Written in 
conjunction with the Expert Panel, the general gaps and opportunities are 
highlighted in this section. The successes and challenges of community 
planning vary from place to place. In general, however, a few core gaps 
became apparent. For detailed comments from experts, see Appendix D. 

Current Gaps and Opportunities in Community Planning. Firstly, experts 
agreed that there is an overall lack of community engagement throughout the 
process, which impedes community buy-in, and can cause a plan to fail. 
Secondly, there is generally a lack of whole systems thinking. Each 
department is responsible for its own planning, leading to a lack of policies 
that uniformly dictate a process for how plans are created. Thirdly, there is 
a tendency for problem solving to be reactionary. This causes continual 
allocation of resources to deal with the same issues, instead of seeking out 
root causes. Lastly, political and market states are unpredictable. The 
Expert Panel noted a number of threats, including: higher material and 
energy prices, increasing social dysfunction leading to higher costs for social 
programs, and unstable global markets. There is always potential for 
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increased regulations at every governmental level, again leading to 
reactionary planning. Economically, costs, such as insurance, have the 
potential to continue to rise. This increasing uncertainty in the political and 
economic arena has the danger to shift priorities away from long-term 
planning and toward crisis management. 

Current Gaps and Opportunities in the Application of Sustainability in 
Community Planning.  Generally, a shared understanding of sustainability 
does not exist in community planning. Without this common language, 
communities risk aligning their plans toward an undefined concept of 
sustainability, leading to further problems down the road. However, experts 
identified the growing awareness of the need for sustainability as an existing 
opportunity. Additionally, there is a lack of strategy to help communities 
move toward sustainability as efficiently and effectively as possible. The 
Expert Panel offered varying suggestions regarding present barriers to 
employing strategic approaches to community development. Key points 
included institutional inertia, competing methods, alternative political 
agendas, and the previously mentioned issue - the lack of a shared 
understanding of sustainability. Few policies exist that aim to 
institutionalize and ensure a strategic sustainable community planning 
process is occurring. Without this, leadership issues arise. Communities can 
choose the degree to which they plan for sustainability, and in some cases 
this can result in no plans or actions. Some experts pointed out that, 
although there may be a general lack of leadership towards sustainability, it 
is not necessarily a lack of political leadership. On the contrary, some 
experts suggested there is a lack of leadership towards sustainability from 
senior management.  

In addition, some experts agreed that while some elements might be missing 
from the current planning process, the greater concern is how few 
communities have prepared a Sustainability Plan that goes beyond land use 
management related aspects to look at the broader picture of the 
community. The Federal Gas Tax Agreement was regarded as providing an 
opportunity to more thoroughly develop and improve community planning 
from the point of sustainable development.  
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3.3 Community Planning Process 
Indicators 

The following indicators have been derived based on the aforementioned 
Success Criteria and current reality analysis of community planning. A list 
was brainstormed and compared to a set of ideal indicator characteristics 
compiled from the work of experts in the indicators field (see Section 1.4.4). 
After evaluation, the following 18 indicators were chosen, as they best met 
the evaluation criteria. For a summary of this analysis, see Appendix B. 
Each indicator below corresponds to at least one of the Success Criteria. 
The intent behind each indicator is to continually strive toward higher 
values with the highest numbers being the best score, or, in some instances, 
to simply be able to answer ‘Yes’.  

Success Criteria: The planning process must apply Backcasting from 
Sustainability Principles 

1) Has the community adopted a policy to use backcasting from 
Sustainability Principles to inform every planning decision that 
pertains to the future of the community? (Yes/No) 

2) Does the community’s vision include the Sustainability 
Principles? (Yes/No) 

3) Percent of staff that have completed new sustainability training 
(at a minimum, based on backcasting and the Sustainability 
Principles) in the last year. 

4) Average level of staff satisfaction in quality of sustainability 
training in the past year. (1-5: not satisfied to very satisfied.) 

5) Percent of socio-ecological indicators that reflect a positive 
change towards complying with the Sustainability Principles. 

6) Ratio of funds allocated to sustainable initiatives versus amount 
of money saved or made from sustainable initiatives (sustainable 
initiatives are initiatives that help the community move towards 
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compliance with the Sustainability Principles, provide flexible 
platforms, and have good return on investments). 

Success Criteria: The planning process must have committed leadership 

7) Percent of planning budget allocated to sustainable planning (any 
planning in line with Sustainability Principles). 

8) What is the minimum percent of time that has been written into 
the planning process manager(s)’s job description to dedicate to 
the planning process in the next year (basing the percentage on a 
40 hour work week)? 

Success Criteria: The planning process must be participatory 

9) Average community member satisfaction in having the 
opportunity to participate in the planning process. (1-5: not 
satisfied to very satisfied) 

10) Percent of public outreach budget allocated for public 
sustainability education (at a minimum based on backcasting and 
the Sustainability Principles). 

11) Average level of public satisfaction in quality of participation 
activities in the past year. (1-5: not satisfied to very satisfied) 

12) Does the diversity (age, sex, ethnicity, income…) of public 
participation reflect the diversity of the community? (0 – Does 
not reflect diversity at all; 1 – Reflects some diversity, although 
no more than 50% of the diversity of the community; 3 – 
Reflects diversity) 

Success Criteria: The planning process must be iterative and adaptive 

13) How frequently are the results of PPIs updated? 

Success Criteria: The planning process must be efficient and timely 



31 

14) Percent of planning process deadlines being met within the 
overall planning process timeline? 

Success Criteria: The planning process must be transparent 

15) Percent of total municipal departments and staff involved in 
planning process. 

16) Is there formal communication between municipal departments 
to utilize sector expertise in the planning process? (0 – no; 1 – 
people informally communicate, and don’t integrate expertise, 2 
– people communicate formally and integrate expertise) 

17) How frequently are results of PPIs communicated to the public? 

18) On average, what percent of the community agrees they know 
where to find information on the planning process? 

 

3.4 Expert Feedback 

The overall goal of conversing with the Expert Panel was to harness their 
expertise and co-create relevant community Planning Process Indicators. In 
addition, a goal was to sensitize these individuals to the discussion of 
strategic community planning for sustainability, viewed through the lens of 
the FSSD. The Expert Panel feedback allowed for the results to be adapted 
and strengthened. Based on this feedback, the authors made several 
modifications in order to improve the current reality assessment, Success 
Criteria and corresponding indicators (highlighted above in Sections 3.1 and 
3.3). This section outlines the feedback gathered from the Expert Panel on 
the preliminary current reality assessment, Success Criteria and PPIs 
compiled for community planning in Canada, in addition to their feedback 
on the example process, the Strategic Sustainable Community Planning 
Process.   
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3.4.1 Defining Success and Related 
Indicators 

The following section summarizes the key points of the feedback on the 
Success Criteria and indicators, question by question. For the complete 
verbatim responses of each of the experts, see Appendix A. 

1) We believe all community planning must be approached through 
the lens of sustainability. Do you agree or disagree? Why or why 
not? 

There was unanimous agreement with this statement among the experts. 
Evans suggested ‘business as usual’ approaches to planning, albeit perhaps 
well-intentioned, are not sufficient to create cross-sector linkages that will 
systematically move a community toward sustainability. Learned summed 
up her comments succinctly when saying, “Our approach in municipal 
planning needs to be sustainable because it would be an error to go to the 
other extreme and focus on environmental and social systems without 
considering the long-term implications to economic systems. Dealing with 
the systems from an integrated approach makes the most sense over time.” 
Purcell noted, “Sustainability is not an option,” and raised the point that 
the urgency for action must be explicitly communicated. Pintér suggested 
that due to systemic problems, “sustainability offers a systemic lens that 
helps to look not only at the interconnections among issues, but also brings 
an explicit temporal perspective.” 

2) We believe the four Sustainability Principles should be used as a 
basic language to help communities understand sustainability and 
make decisions toward sustainable community development. Do 
you agree or disagree? Why or why not? 

All the experts agreed with this statement. The main feedback highlighted a 
need for using the SPs and other basic concepts of science in a way that the 
general population can understand. Pintér also argued that principles for 
sustainability need to ensure dignity and equitable access to resources for 
quality of life is upheld in a sustainable society. It was suggested that this 
can be accomplished by changing the language of the SPs, or educating the 
public on what they mean when applied practically in order to generate 
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consensus on adapting them at the community level. Evans, for example, 
states her concerns that the SPs are purely a starting point and that, “we 
have to go way deeper so that everyone understands what these ideas mean 
in our daily lives, with every decision we make.” 

3) We believe that backcasting from a vision of sustainability is 
useful for sustainable community planning as it works from a 
shared vision of success, frees planners from the constraints of 
forecasting, and encourages short, medium and long-term 
planning initiatives. Do you agree or disagree? Why or why not? 

There was general agreement with this statement. Backcasting was regarded 
as a creative and pro-active approach to planning, which Learned pointed 
out will lead to short, medium and long-term initiatives that may be more 
manageable and less intimidating for politicians to support. It was, 
however, noted that in order for the public to participate in a community 
visioning session, they must first have an understanding of sustainability, 
lest their vision for the future be contingent upon contributing to the 
problems of sustainability in the first place. Purcell noted that backcasting 
should always be done from both the community vision as well as the SPs. 
In addition, Pintér commented that backcasting must also take into account 
the present state and inertia of any given process. He provides the example 
of greenhouse gas emissions and how your approach to handling this issue 
would depend on whether your starting point shows increasing or 
decreasing trends. Both cases, he says, “can have you at the same 400ppm 
level, but in the former case you are dealing with a systematically degrading 
situation where first you have to concentrate on slowing the rate of 
degradation and only then can you think of some gradual improvement.” 
Therefore, he contends, retrospection is also critical to strategically move 
forward.  

4) Do you think the Success Criteria are suitable for Canadian 
municipalities to follow for their planning processes? 

All experts responded positively to this question. Evans commented that 
the Success Criteria reflect “how a perfect planning process of any kind 
should work.” She also highlighted that the Success Criteria for committed 
leadership is often missing, especially in corporate ventures, “leading to 
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poor results and a lack of staff enthusiasm once they realize that the leaders 
are not on board.” Pintér also noted that, depending on the special 
circumstances of the municipality, the Success Criteria may be formulated 
differently.  

5) What are the strengths and weaknesses of our Success Criteria? 
Is there anything you would add or remove to the criteria? 

General comments were supportive of the Success Criteria. Pintér suggested 
that at the level of implementation, “municipalities would need to ensure a 
smooth transition and minimal service disruption as possible, otherwise the 
electorate gets upset and political support for the changes evaporates.” 
Evans noted that following such a process is often time and resource 
intensive, and absolutely necessary, which should be stated outright in the 
document. 

General recommendations for additional criteria for successful planning 
processes include: 

• Being economically and resource efficient; 

• Being sustained over the long-term; 

• Being holistic, systems based, and integrated as opposed to 
addressing issues in a fragmented, case-by-case basis; and 

• Incorporating ongoing monitoring of the effectiveness of actions 
with indicators, guided by the vision and SPs. 

6) We believe the Success Criteria indicators will help effectively 
monitor and measure the efficacy of, and whole-systems approach 
to, sustainable community planning. Do you agree or disagree? 
Why or why not? 

The general comments supported the statement above, highlighting that the 
proposed indicators are a good starting point to develop further. Evans 
pointed out indicator # 6, How often is the planning process repeated? 
[How many key changes are made to the process that has been consensus-
based changes?], may be problematic in its intention to achieve consensus. 
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She states that, in her experience, it is uncommon for consensus to be 
reached in a community process and, “when they do, the result is a weak, 
pale shadow of it’s original slightly controversial self.” Compromise, she 
warns, may jeopardize our ability to move toward a truly sustainable 
future. Pintér commented on an overarching challenge regarding indicators 
suggesting the main question is “who should be mandated for doing the 
monitoring and what would be the incentives / disincentives to ensure 
staying on track.” 

Specific recommendations regarding changes to the Success Criteria are 
outlined in the following section. 

7) We believe the SSCPP is an example of how a sustainable 
community planning process can fulfil all the Success Criteria. 
Do you agree or disagree? Why or why not? 

Experts generally agreed that the SSCPP is one approach that could be used 
to fulfil the Success Criteria. Learned raised concerns about whether it is 
strategic to have increasing numbers of participation in the Expert Panel 
analysis. Purcell mentioned the overall community analysis should clearly 
include “more detailed aspects of the community such as transportation, 
energy, water, recreation and leisure, economic development etc.” 
Additionally, Pintér noted how it is essential to have a reporting system to 
track leading process and outcome indicators “to detect any problems that 
would need an adjustment.” 

8) We believe the SSCPP checklist will help Canadian 
municipalities implementing the SSCPP to understand the 
current reality of their community planning processes and see the 
gaps between an ideal process and where they are today. Do you 
agree or disagree? Why or why not? 

Responses to this question were varied. For example, Evans highlighted 
that, rather than showing the gaps between an ideal planning process and 
the community’s current reality, it would demonstrate how far along a 
strategic process is, and where steps may be missing. However, Learned 
stated that the SSCPP “is a very helpful tool that simplifies the process and 
provides clarity for anyone interested.” Purcell stated that the gap would 
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not be apparent, as the checklist does not focus on the current reality of the 
planning process within a community and instead concentrates on an ideal 
planning process. Pintér offered that, while providing answers to the 
checklist would not always be straightforward, they would provide an 
opportunity to have a strategic conversation about community planning.  

9) Do you think we have succeeded in showing how sustainable 
community planning processes can be informed by the FSSD?   

All experts responded positively to this statement, noting that the FSSD 
provides a solid base to approach complex issues in community planning. 

10) Other Comments? 

For clarity, it was noted that socio-ecological indicators and PPIs should be 
described and distinguished at the beginning of the document. 

 “I am glad you are pursuing this idea in order to come back and help 
Canadian municipalities grapple with how to do sustainability planning well 
and thoroughly!” (Evans 2008) 

“Good job!” (Learned 2008) 
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4 Discussion 

I also believe that it's almost impossible for people to change 
alone. We need to join with others who will push us in our 
thinking and challenge us to do things we didn't believe 
ourselves capable of. –Frances Moore Lappe 

Sustainability is reliant on two core aspects – social and ecological stability. 
The relationship between these two is intertwined and mutually dependent. 
When ecological systems are systematically degraded, so too are all social 
systems that depend on them. Conversely, social dysfunction expedites the 
degradation of ecological systems. This entangled web can develop into a 
continuous cycle leading to greater social unrest and ecological threats. 
There is great urgency around the issues of sustainability, as the window to 
plan and take action is narrowing. In general, resources are decreasing, while 
demand is increasing, which is leading to problems such as rising material 
and energy costs. (Robèrt et al 2004) In addition, this unsustainable system 
is worsened by the uneven distribution of goods, causing scarcity of 
essential life-sustaining resources in one area, and wasteful consumption in 
another. Dealing with sustainability can be difficult, as a general lack of 
understanding exists in regards to what sustainability actually entails. 
Without a shared understanding of sustainability, the world lacks a common 
goal to work towards to become sustainable.  

It is from this perspective that the authors first came together around a 
common interest to create positive change towards sustainability by 
working at a local community level. In their opinion, a key leverage point 
for creating sustainable communities is to focus on how strategic planning 
for sustainability can be integrated into their existing planning processes. In 
order to do this, measuring success towards sustainability is crucial in 
garnering support for community development initiatives and providing 
feedback to decision makers in order to constructively create a better, more 
vibrant sustainable community in which to live. 
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4.1 Reflections on the Scope 

During the early stages of the thesis period, the authors approached the 
research by looking at Socio-Ecological Indicators (SEIs), more specifically, 
by researching how to choose, or design, a set of indicators for communities 
to assess their movement towards adhering to the Sustainability Principles 
(SPs). Although the initial intent was to focus on identifying a generic set of 
SEIs for communities, through field research and exploratory interviews it 
became apparent that, before identifying indicators, a strategic sustainable 
community planning process must be undertaken. Continued exploration on 
this point led to defining specific criteria necessary for a successful planning 
process that would, in theory, effectively guide a community towards 
sustainability. In addition, indicators were created to measure how well the 
criteria were being pursued. This change of focus was still pertinent to the 
original scope and, although unexpected, directed research efforts further 
upstream where more common ground could be found with the investigation 
of Planning Process Indicators (PPIs) than SEIs. 

The authors acknowledge that the scope of this project is broad and 
complex, making it difficult to focus on one specific area. For example, 
conversations flourished around questions pertaining to community 
development, sustainable community planning, historical indicator matrices, 
current community reporting mechanisms, emerging evaluation frameworks, 
and other related topics. There were times when it was difficult to 
distinguish between one process and another – whether it be related to 
community planning or indicator design – and to determine how deeply 
exploration should go into any given component of this research. 
Nonetheless, consistently returning to the Framework for Strategic 
Sustainable Development (FSSD) aided in organizing our thoughts and 
understanding how our research supported the strategic development of 
indicators for community planning, relating to the Strategic, Tools and 
Systems Levels respectively. 
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4.2 Key Findings 

What is needed to inform sustainable development is not just 
indicators, but a coherent information system from which 
indicators can be derived. (Meadows 1998, 21) 

As community planning currently lacks a holistic approach to sustainable 
development, utilizing the FSSD as a strategic tool for complex decision-
making will help ensure issues are not approached in a fragmented, case-by-
case basis. Implementing strategic approaches to sustainable community 
planning is the first step toward creating initiatives and the necessary 
indicators to measure those initiatives in order to begin moving toward a 
sustainable society.  

As highlighted in the Meadows quote above, achieving sustainability is a 
challenge much greater than merely finding the right indicators to track 
progress along the way. What is likely even more essential is a way of 
understanding sustainability and systematizing information that can reveal 
linkages between and among various issues. While the Bruntland definition 
of sustainable development – meeting the needs of today without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs 
(Bruntland 1987) – provides an inspiring vision of what a sustainable 
society should strive towards, it does not impart any guidance as to how. 
The FSSD is a whole systems and science based approach to sustainability. 
It offers a clear definition of success for a sustainable society within the 
biosphere, based on the SPs, which are themselves grounded in 
thermodynamic principles and a human needs understanding of social 
sustainability. 

The detailed results of our research demonstrate how the FSSD and 
backcasting can be used to strategically select and design indicators that 
accurately track movement towards sustainability. Furthermore, by 
applying the Generic Indicator Design Process, this research attempted to 
demonstrate how the heart of the framework, Backcasting from 
Sustainability Principles, can be used to design community planning 
process indicators that help ensure a community planning is applying 
upstream thinking (in cause and effect chains), backcasting (in planning 
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procedure), and a systems perspective (looking at how the linkages affect 
the whole) (Price, Basile and Robèrt 2000). In general, the FSSD can be 
used to compliment all community planning processes to align the entire 
community towards the goal of sustainability.  

The key findings of this research include consideration of: 

• The role of the Success Criteria for community planning to facilitate 
movement toward sustainability; 

• The challenges of designing and evaluating indicators; and 

• The questions of implementation – how, when and by who? 

 

4.2.1 Success Criteria for Planning 
Processes toward Sustainability 

To understand how the current reality of community planning relates to the 
Success Criteria and vice versa, the two were compared one against the 
other. The results of this scrutiny, as outlined below, were intended to 
indicate whether the Success Criteria would, if adhered to, theoretically 
build off current strengths and address the shortcomings identified in the 
present planning process. The results of this analysis suggest the Success 
Criteria will: 

• Reinforce and strengthen existing planning processes; 

• Expedite the implementation of sustainability initiatives by ensuring 
sustainability becomes an integral part of the community planning 
process; 

• Capture a strategic approach to sustainability, based on the FSSD, 
which tackles the root causes of sustainability issues within a 
community and therefore may help direct investments in 
sustainability projects and initiatives toward tackling upstream 
causes of problems; 
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• Provide a whole-systems approach to planning that could prevent 
compartmentalization within municipal departments and across 
community sectors; 

• Ensure there is a greater awareness and understanding of 
sustainability by educating across sectors and throughout the 
community, thereby encouraging formal leadership and 
accountability behind strategic sustainability planning; 

• Empower the public to think about the direction their community is 
heading, to gain awareness about key sustainability issues, and to 
get involved in the planning process; 

• Address the potential threats of increased local, regional, federal or 
international regulations that may negatively impact the community; 

• Reduce the risk of future social dysfunction, as sustainability 
planning considers both environmental and social wellbeing; 

• Mitigate impacts of rising material and energy prices and insurance 
costs, by providing a strategic approach to handling a municipality’s 
use of resources whose prices may be impacted by future resource 
scarcity. 

In summary, the Success Criteria developed through thorough research for 
this paper withstand analysis when considered in relation to current 
community planning processes. The authors acknowledge specific criteria 
for success may differ in the way they are articulated from community to 
community, however, the Success Criteria appear to address the 
fundamental weaknesses of current processes for community planning.   

 

4.2.2 Designing and Evaluating 
Indicators  

Backcasting is a method that has been proven effective for strategic 
approaches to planning in a complex system (Wilson, Tansey and LeRoy 
2006). Identifying indicators to successfully measure progress towards 
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sustainability equates to understanding a community web in order to plan 
for success. While backcasting may not guarantee an easy way of 
identifying indicators, the method will at least enable strategic approaches 
to designing effective indicators based on the vision of success for any given 
project can be taken.  

As noted in Table 2, The 
Community Indicators 
Handbook proposes a 
ten-step process for 
drafting an initial 
indicator report. These 
steps reflect the same 
approach to indicator 
selection as proposed in 
the Generic Indicator 
Design Process. Although 
not explicitly linked to 
backcasting and the A-B-
C-D method, this 
example supports the 
selection and design of 
indicators from a strategic 
sustainability 
perspective.  

Furthermore, stressed 
above and beyond the results of these indicators is the importance 
committing to a long-term process where “creating a vision of a healthy 
community can take a day. Producing an initial report card can happen over 
a matter of months. Truly realizing the vision may take a generation.” 
(Smolko, Strange, and Venetoulis 2006, 17) Given these possible variations 
in time frames, a strategic approach incorporating backcasting from a vision 
of success will bring structure and strength to the derived indicators. 

Developing and evaluating process indicators specifically presented a 
formidable challenge – to find indicators that reflect the quality of a process 

Table 2: Community Indicator Handbook 
Indictor Report Process 

The process of creating an initial indicator 
report is as follows: 

• Form a working group 

• Clarify your purpose 

• Identify your community’s shared values & 
vision 

• Review existing models, indicators & data 

• Draft a set of proposed indicators 

• Convene a participatory selection process 

• Perform a technical review 

• Research the data 

• Publish and promote the report 

• Update the report regularly 

(Smolko, Strange, and Venetoulis 2006) 
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without soliciting qualitative responses. Attempting to measure quality (of 
sustainability education, for example) in a quantitative form that can be 
compared across communities, while simultaneously holding up the 
indicators to a set of ideal indicator characteristics proved difficult. 
However difficult, the necessity of having qualitative indicators is too 
important to dismiss and attempts were made to remedy this by providing 
numeric scales for qualitative responses to be tallied and compared.  

Additionally, despite an extensive list of ideal indicator characteristics, the 
authors have concluded that ‘perfect’ indicators do not exist. Determining, 
for example, whether an indicator is compelling, democratic or timely is 
difficult to justify. However, the process of indicator evaluation undergone 
for this research demonstrated that following such guiding criteria is helpful 
in accentuating any major faults with indicators, and therefore where they 
need to be improved or discarded altogether. In some instances, weaknesses 
in specific areas or characteristics were highlighted that could be remedied, 
and improvements were made accordingly. In addition to highlighting certain 
shortcomings, the strongest indicators became apparent from the evaluation. 
In the end, the final 18 community Planning Process Indicators were 
selected because they best met the ideal characteristics for indicators. 

Given that indicator evaluation is primarily subjective, and that data can 
never be collected, reviewed and interpreted completely objectively 
(Meadows 1998), it is important for those managing the indicators and 
collecting the data to be conscious of:  

• What the implications of gathering and analysing the desired data 
will be; 

• How the data fits into the big picture; and  

• How decisions should be made in response to changes in the 
indicators. 
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4.2.3 The Question of Implementation 

…under the right circumstances, indicators – and indicator 
processes – can act as catalysts for community action. But 
indicators do not make change by themselves. –Alan AtKisson 
(quoted in Smolko, Strange, and Venetoulis 2007) 

While all members of the Expert Panel agreed planning for sustainability is 
essential, the greater challenge is in determining what it looks like when 
implemented on the ground within one community to the next so that both 
the process and outcomes are successful in the long term. The overall 
feedback gathered during conversations with experts on this issue was 
encouraging, as a number of opportunities became apparent to aid a 
successful planning process and indicator selection. 

One notable opportunity is people in positions of power are increasingly 
showing political leadership and accountability towards sustainability. The 
Expert Panel suggested what is lacking is leadership towards sustainability 
from senior management, not politicians. This proposal begs the question: 
Why is leadership and accountability to actualize sustainable community 
planning still lacking from senior management, and what can be done to 
transform their reluctance to change? 

While exploring this question would require an entire supplementary 
investigation, an interesting proposition from the theory of Appreciative 
Inquiry suggests that changing behavioural habits of the past is particularly 
difficult because thought patterns are addictive. While current behaviours 
may permit an organization to function sufficiently, they may not be the 
best models to enable the organization to learn and adapt. To create the 
changes that will empower progress toward a positive future state, all 
actors must be accountable and commit to shift focus toward the vision. 
(Sloan 2006) 

One Expert Panel member from the International Institute for Sustainable 
Development, László Pintér, offered some valuable insights by stressing the 
importance of having “the leadership of municipal departments involved 
who are responsible for running current programs and who would be 
responsible for taking the lead in implementing new measures towards 
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strategic sustainable planning.” This entails local administrative leaders 
would need to both exhibit and engender new behavioural patterns that 
reinforce the need for and benefits of sustainability planning.  

Pintér went on to say, “Municipalities would need to ensure a smooth 
transition and minimal service disruption as possible, otherwise the 
electorate gets upset and political support for the changes evaporates.” (See 
Appendix A: Pintér) Specific interim targets and interim implementation 
measures could be beneficial for a community as they proceed in their 
planning process. These will help set short and medium-term goals along 
the way and enable the community to see and celebrate the successes of 
implementing indicator tools, while alerting decision-makers to barriers to 
advancement. Here also, the value of having a participatory planning 
process becomes even clearer, so that the public, politicians, community 
experts and municipal workers are all sharing the same language about 
sustainability. From that point on, implementation and ongoing 
management of strategic planning, sustainability initiatives and 
corresponding indicators for both are likely to be more effective (Blowers 
1994).  

As such, the "success of an integrated, sustainability-oriented indicator 
system depends first and foremost on people and organizations." Some 
communities might have a more difficult time imagining a better future due 
to stochastic effects, as in the case of New Orleans after the disaster of 
Hurricane Katrina in 2006. (AtKisson and Hatcher 2005, 17) In this case, 
leaders will have to encourage a greater sense of optimism in some 
communities. This might involve various community engagement activities 
that have not been proposed as a key component to a successful planning 
process. 

The essential element of consideration regarding implementation of effective 
community planning and process indicators is that there are many different 
actors at play with different interests and leadership or governance styles. 
Despite the shortcomings of community planning at the moment, people 
want to do the best they can with their respective limitations. The challenge 
is empowering and enabling communities to take charge of their future and 
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instigate strategic actions now that avoid the pitfalls when following 
historic trends as the only compass for moving forward.  

 

4.3 Applicability of Results 

The real world application of the results from this research is uncertain at 
the moment. Without case studies or workshops to test the Generic 
Indicator Design Process, it is difficult to predict its practicality. However, 
based on the field research, literature reviews and conversations with leading 
experts in the field of community planning and indicators, the authors feel 
that the Success Criteria and corresponding PPIs will be useful for 
communities because together they provide a strategic, whole-systems 
approach to measure a community’s success with the Sustainability 
Principles. As such, it is our vision to have the Success Criteria applied in 
Canadian communities when undertaking a community planning process of 
any capacity. In this context, any number of persons may find useful the 
Success Criteria and indicators presented in this paper. Municipal 
government staff, non-governmental organization staff, or grass-roots 
community groups could use the results of this study as a guide to lead 
their community planning processes. 

Once the community planning had developed mechanisms for measuring 
success of the process, the pieces will then be in place to more effectively 
make decisions about the types of investments that could help move the 
community toward sustainability. At this point relevant SEIs can be 
selected and designed to monitor the progress of these individual initiatives 
within the planning process by tracking movement towards targets, and 
revealing areas in need of improvement (Swanson et al 2004). The authors 
contend that this same process could be used for developing SEIs as was 
used in deriving PPIs, following the Generic Indicator Design Process.   

While there is currently limited research to support this assumption, the 
authors hypothesize that when process indicators signal success, SEIs will 
also show improvement, as the planning process will continue to support 
the project’s development and follow-through. Noted above in Section 
4.2.1, the Success Criteria can help inform community planning so that this 
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process becomes participatory, iterative and employs cross-disciplinary 
community expertise; and, if employed successfully, these characteristics 
may also transition into the design of SEIs. 

As argued by Pintér, we also need to know where we have come from to see 
if we are heading in the right direction.  

 “For backcasting to work it also has to take into account not only 
the present state but also the inertia of present processes. This is 
critical. For example, you get a very different future trajectory if 
your starting point today is at the end of a systematically 
increasing or decreasing trend of greenhouse gas emissions. Both 
types of dynamics can have you at the same 400ppm level, but in 
the former case you are dealing with a systematically degrading 
situation where first you have to concentrate on slowing the rate of 
degradation and only then can you think of some gradual 
improvement. The practical implication is that one also must have 
retrospective trend information, not only a future projection of 
trends.” (Appendix A: Pintér) 

Therefore, both PPIs and SEIs are essential and complimentary to inform 
decision-making, for outcomes cannot be changed without first changing the 
process.  

Finally, by creating the Success Criteria to be general enough for wide-
ranging applicability within the community context, the indicators for the 
Success Criteria are also widely applicable. These indicators provide 
foundation for the development of a universal set of process indicators that 
can be used in any organization or community. This suggests that finding 
the ‘DNA’ of a successful strategic planning process towards sustainability 
can be applied to all planning processes. Simple, yet indispensable, having a 
plan that can incorporate complexity without reductionism is extremely 
beneficial (Broman, Holmberg, and Robèrt 2000).  
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4.4 Validity of Results 

Information about process performance is critical for effective governance 
(Stecher 2005), and the authors contend that the Success Criteria and set of 
process indicators derived for the purpose of this thesis provide a launching 
pad to have an engaging discussion about sustainable community planning. 

Supporting this assertion are the five experts who provided a thorough 
theoretical testing of the ideas researched and proposed within this 
document. Their diverse backgrounds and areas of specialty reduced the 
likelihood of biased responses and ensured more multi-faceted perspectives 
were captured.  

Additionally, the authors were selected to present the initial results of their 
research at the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Academic Conference in 
Amsterdam in May 2008. The GRI has developed a set of Sustainability 
Reporting Guidelines in the form of “principles and indicators that 
organizations can use to measure and report their economic, environmental, 
and social performance.” (Global Reporting Initiative 2007) 

The conference hosted 148 speakers and over 1,000 participants from 58 
countries, representing business, civil society, financial markets, labour, 
municipalities and governments. Two-thirds of the participants came from 
Europe, while 100 delegates were from North America, 45 from the Middle 
East and 160 representatives from 21 developing countries. (Global 
Reporting Initiative Conference 2008) The poster created for this 
international event was displayed in the main foyer of the reception hall, 
and received acclaim from a diversity of actors participating in the 
conference. A total of 23 requests were made directly to the authors for 
copies of the poster and/or thesis from individuals representing both 
corporate and community sectors. This interest indicated to the authors 
that their work could be relevant to diverse audiences and applicable in 
various contexts outside community development. 

Finally, as noted in Section 4.2.1, the Success Criteria seem to cover 
essential elements of a successful community planning process. Further 
validation of this was given during the International Eco-Municipality 
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Conference held in Helsingborg, Sweden in May 2008. A gathering of over 
120 community leaders from 16 countries and six continents, the conference 
served as a platform to discuss current and future strategies to move 
communities more effectively towards sustainability. One of the main 
speakers, Torbjörn Lahti, delivered a presentation capturing stories of the 
founding communities behind the eco-municipality movement. During his 
talk, Lahti spoke about the Robertsfors community, located north of 
Stockholm, where they have identified three key components of a 
successful community development process: a) Learning, b) Planning and c) 
Doing. They went on to develop seven main criteria for a successful change 
process. (Lahti 2008) 

The following Table (3) compares these criteria against the Success Criteria 
for strategic approaches to sustainable community planning developed in 
this thesis. 

Robertsfors Criteria 

Successful change process 

• Backcasting 

• Systems Thinking 

• Democracy/Participation 

• Horizontal & Vertical 
Integrations 

• Process leadership and Ongoing 
Learning 

• Building Platforms 

Researched Success Criteria 

A panning process must… 

• …apply Backcasting from 
Sustainability Principles 

• …have committed leadership 

• …be participatory 

• …be iterative and adaptive 

• …be efficient and timely 

• …be transparent 

Table 3: Comparing Robertsfors Successful Change Process Criteria and 
Researched Success Criteria  

A surface analysis shows that Backcasting from SPs incorporates both the 
Robertsfors criteria of backcasting and systems thinking. Furthermore, 
process leadership and ongoing learning can be captured in two Success 
Criteria that states that the planning process must have committed 
leadership and be iterative and adaptive. The notion that participation is a 
key element for success is included in both sets of criteria. While these two 
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sets of criteria are not identical, their similarities are worth noting and, in the 
authors’ view, add further validity to their research.  

 

4.5 Weaknesses  

Despite the best efforts to ensure a complete and comprehensive study of 
sustainability indicators, there were certain limitations that restricted more 
thorough analysis of the ideas presented in this thesis. For example, there 
were a limited number of experts who participated in the process of 
supporting the thesis research. Moreover, the experts who contributed felt 
they did not have enough opportunity to respond to the questions as 
meticulously as they would have liked because of the strict time 
constraints. 

Possible weaknesses of our study also include its broad and very general 
application. All communities are unique and are at varying stages of 
planning. To explicitly say the Success Criteria can be applied in any 
community at any time has not been proven. Doppelt explores ‘Sustainable 
Governance Systems’ which looks at a three-part interactive process 
whereby each factor influences power and authority. Decision Making and 
Accountability, Information Generation and Sharing, and Distribution of 
Resources and Wealth must be distributed among the community planning 
process (Doppelt 2003). The Success Criteria indicators could have 
considered these factors and others to more thoroughly address the issue of 
governance its relation to sustainability within communities.  

For example, this research assumes that people can and will get involved in 
the community planning process. There is no guarantee, however, that 
diverse participation will occur. Various efforts will need to be made to 
generate sufficient contribution so that the process is thorough, strategic 
and inclusive. Additionally, reflecting on the Success Criteria that states the 
planning process must be transparent, there is potential for increasing levels 
of transparency to lead to increasing amounts of controversy. Another 
underlying assumption here is that increased transparency will promote 
community awareness and participation in the process. However, 
transparency could also lead to delays in carrying out planning, as 
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increasing numbers of people are invited to partake and who come with 
their own personal interests and concerns in mind – not necessarily that of 
the collective. 

Quantifying qualitative data could also be presented as a possible weakness 
of the results of this study. It is possible that pertinent information is 
neglected in the quantifying process. For example, when coming up with 
PPIs, it was difficult to quantify what was considered success. To address 
this challenge, more of an analysis into the relationship between quality and 
quantity indicators could have been conducted by asking questions such as: 
What gets missed in either case? What are the strengths and weaknesses of 
one or the other type of indicators?  

While remaining mainly outside the final focus of the thesis, the Strategic 
Sustainable Community Planning Process (SSCPP), as found in Appendix 
C, was not tested though surveying or holding workshops within in any 
communities. Ideally, this process would be tested in various communities 
to critically reflect on its relevancy and make the appropriate changes. 

Finally, one of the key questions not explored in this research is 
determining who should be in charge of implementing the use of indicators, 
collecting data and evaluating the results, and what incentives would 
contribute to ensuring the process remains on track. The authors contend 
that, with further research into this area through case studies and applying 
the results of this research in community settings, it will be possible to 
derive answers to those questions.  

 

4.6 Recommendations for further 
research 

This thesis lays a foundation upon which further research could build, 
thereby contributing to the field of sustainable community development and 
community indicators for sustainability in coming years. The following 
points describe areas we feel are: a) most complimentary to our work; and, 
b) most urgently needed in the field. 
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• Carry out field research to test the Generic Indicator Design Process 
in communities.  

• Track the success of process indicators linked to the Success 
Criteria and SEI within communities.  

• Compare progress indicators from year to year and develop a tool to 
show not only yearly overall progress towards sustainability but 5 
year, and ten year evolvement, including the process of 
institutionalizing indicator use. Could use overall ‘index score as a 
way to attract media attention’ and healthy competition between 
communities. (AtKisson and Hatcher 2005, 9) 

• Explore the applicability and successful cases of community 
participation in gathering indicator data. 

• Test the applicability of the Generic Indicator Design Process in 
other organizational contexts – i.e. within corporations or 
educational institutions. 
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5 Conclusion 

As the current sustainability challenge increasingly threatens the wellbeing 
of communities around the world, new and innovative approaches to 
sustainable community planning become more urgent. As echoed by experts 
in a range of fields and specialities, it is the belief of the authors that the 
greatest future in sustainable development is at the regional and community 
level.  

Communities are living systems – not just an arbitrary composition of 
inhabitants and infrastructure – but a living, breathing expression of the 
values and history of a people and place. In each of our neighbourhoods we 
must work toward growing a culture of participation, collective 
responsibility, and strategic forward thinking if we can overcome the 
sustainability challenges facing humanity in the 21st Century. Therefore, in 
the process of governance, it is imperative that people are involved and 
contributing to moving the community toward sustainability to ensure the 
wellbeing of its residences. 

The Success Criteria, corresponding indicators, and the key components of 
a successful community planning process presented here have been 
developed with the hopes of empowering communities to lead the path 
toward a sustainable future. By understanding the current gaps to achieving 
a participatory, transparent, and shared systems community planning 
process, a way forward can be illuminated, and progress measured over 
time. We envision a future where communities can prosper because they are 
moving toward compliance with the Sustainability Principles. This requires 
communities to look at themselves honestly and follow a process that will 
ensure more positive and effective outcomes. Tracking this process is 
imperative to knowing if we are in fact heading in the right direction. As we 
look upstream, at a community planning process, we begin the first steps to 
ensuring the governance model abides by the Success Criteria outlined.  

Without strategic approaches, there is a threat that, despite best intentions, 
‘business-as-usual’ will continue, and communities will fail to take 
advantage of their unique position to integrate the desired, strategic and 
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necessary changes into policy and action. Having a close connection to 
community members provides the advantage of being able to engage 
stakeholders in a way that makes the journey interactive, learningful and 
meaningful for everyone involved. This turns planning away from a dry, 
closed door process to a vibrant, living experience, and the model we are 
proposing highlights a way forward. 

The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) ultimately 
provides the basis for our Generic Indicator Design Process by outlining a 
method for selecting and designing indicators from a strategic sustainability 
perspective. By applying our Generic Indicator Design Process to our own 
research methodology, we were able to develop Success Criteria for a 
community planning process, analyse the current reality of planning 
processes, brainstorm indicators and evaluate and select planning process 
indicators.  

At the strategy level in the FSSD, the process of backcasting within the 
constraints of the Sustainability Principles allows communities to 
creatively vision a truly sustainable community. The SPs provide the basis 
for a successful definition of sustainability, which promotes a 
community’s common understanding of sustainability, allowing for a 
clearer appreciation of a vision and goal to work towards. 

The process of backcasting within our indicator design process model 
allowed us to come up with Success Criteria and PPIs. We feel that 
communities will benefit from using the Success Criteria as it guides them 
to create their own planning processes in a strategic way. The PPIs serve 
as a monitoring tool by which communities can analyse the strengths and 
weaknesses of their planning process over time, thereby allowing them to 
adapt and change to best meet their vision. Additionally, the best practices 
checklist we have provided is a supplementary tool to help the PPIs. 

The recommendations suggested for further research on this topic will 
work to better verify the arguments made in this paper. Testing the 
Generic Indicator Design Process in communities can provide proof of its 
ability to produce a successful planning process. Tracking the PPIs linked 
to Success Criteria and subsequently the SEIs can confirm the correlation 
between the two. Also, comparing PPIs from year to year to develop a 



55 

tool that shows overall progress towards sustainability can work to 
support the process we have outlined. Future research guided by these 
suggestions will benefit the closure of any shortcomings of the initial 
research cycle presented here. 

As Donella Meadows comments in her paper Indicators and Information 
Systems for Sustainable Development, "we measure what we care about … 
and we care about what we measure" (1998, viii). Strategic community 
planning can promote energy that unites communities together behind a 
common vision of their future in a process that makes people fall in love 
with a place. This process is worth measuring continuously over time to 
uncover the strengths and weaknesses in its various expressions so that the 
successes can be repeated around the world. 
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Appendix A: Expert Panel Feedback A 

1) We believe all community planning must be approached through the lens 
of sustainability. Do you agree or disagree? Why or why not? 

 
Angela Evans 
Because “business as usual” approaches within municipal governments, even well 
intentioned ones, tended to ignore cross-sector implications because individual 
departments have narrowed focus mandates. (e.g. a Parks dept. staff feel they need 
to spray kids soccer field with pesticides to avoid players slipping during play, 
despite community expressions of concern over pesticide use and supposed 
“sustainability” goals of municipality. Municipal lawyer tend to support the 
decision based on short-term fear of lawsuits and angry soccer parents – Hmmm 
… twisted ankle for little Suzy-sports-a-lot at age 7 or cancer at age 25? Answer 
seems obvious to each of us, but it isn’t within the corporate culture or even to 
Suzy’s parents!) 
Also, even with good land use planning processes (such as the Environmental and 
Social Review process used by District of Saanich) used by good urban planners, 
where social and environmental analysis is brought to bear for each development 
application, the political forum and dominant culture tends to minimize these 
aspects, downplaying or even dismissing them as being of lesser value.  
As a consumer society we have operated for a long time on the basis that we can 
ignore off-site impacts of all our actions, particularly the environmental ones. [By 
community planning I assume you mean more than land use planning (which we 
do call community planning very often)? That should be clarified in your 
document.] 
 
Kelly Learned 
YES. In the past in Canada and North America, economics took precedence over 
social and environmental issues. This created a substantial degradation in the 
environment and social support systems. Because of that imbalance we are 
currently playing ‘catch up’ to deal with the issues typically ignored in the past. 
Our approach in municipal planning needs to be sustainable because it would be 
an error to go to the other extreme and focus on environmental and social systems 
with out considering the long-term implications to economic systems. Dealing 
with the systems from an integrated approach makes the most sense over time. 
 
László Pintér 
I agree – we have systemic problems and sustainability offers a systemic lens that 
helps to look not only at the interconnections among issues, but also brings an 
explicit temporal perspective. 
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Mike Purcell 
I Agree – sustainability is not an option. The document however, doesn’t seem to 
convey the need or urgency for sustainability. The reality of the funnel helps to 
convey that need and urgency. The funnel also suggests that there is no better time 
than now to take action as things will be incrementally worse tomorrow if we do 
not take action. 
 
 
2) We believe the four Sustainability Principles should be used as a basic 

language to help communities understand sustainability and make 
decisions toward sustainable community development. Do you agree or 
disagree? Why or why not? 

 
Angela Evans 
You do not explicitly label the four sustainability principles this way in your 
document. Best to do so for clarity. 
I think they would be a very fine way to start out. My provisos are: 
a) The wider community needs them written in simpler language if participation 

is to be broad – avg. reading ability of surprisingly low, comprehension of 
words like “systematically” can be vague and inaccessible. This is pretty easy 
to do however. 

b) I worry that these 4 concepts, as written, allow us all to say “Oh yes, those are 
terrible things and we must not do them…Hey, have you seen my newest 
phone? It’s a camera and it’s pink and it matches my new hybrid SUV that 
I’m going to drive to Mexico again this spring.”  

My point being that they are good starting concepts but we have to go way deeper 
pretty fast so that everyone understands what these ideas mean in our daily lives, 
with every decision we make. Our tendency will be to continue to ignore our 
individual and collective part in creating global degradation. We have to bring it 
home for people that they can’t spend their way out of global warming or buy a 
solution to species extinction. Harsh but true. 
 
Kelly Learned 
YES. The principles are easy to understand and deliver strategic considerations 
that people can relate to and see how they can become action-oriented. I could see 
a community agreeing to these by consensus because it is difficult to argue with 
the logic of the principles. 
Note: May want to refer to them in the document as Sustainability Principles (p. 4 
in the text or sub-title of Success Level) 
 
László Pintér 
I certainly agree with the principles, though can also think about other ones that 
are also important. For instance, a sustainable society needs to maintain a certain 
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amount of dignity for all of its members and equitable access to resources 
necessary to lead a satisfactory life. 
 
Mike Purcell 
Agree and feel that the “basic language” should also include a common 
understanding of the basic science, the funnel and the generic ABCD strategic 
planning process. The principles allow us to take a whole systems and upstream 
approach to planning thereby avoiding costly or problematic downstream effects. 
 
 
3) We believe that backcasting from a vision of sustainability is useful for 

sustainable community planning as it works from a shared vision of 
success, frees planners from the constraints of forecasting, and 
encourages short, medium and long-term planning initiatives. Do you 
agree or disagree? Why or why not? 

 
Angela Evans 
Yes. And No. Yes, this sounds perfect and most community (land use type) 
planning is done this way to achieve goals for Official Community Plans (BC 
term). Despite the fact that getting folks to agree on any vision is tough work, this 
is the professional planning standard now. 
However, a vision of “Sustainability” that is at all useful for us must be based on 
more than the dreaming of individuals who may know little about, as you wisely 
point out “society in the biosphere”. Heck, most people who are not biologists or 
ecologists know little about this. So, I worry about the order of steps your list-
starting page 13. You start with Creating a Vision. What if the vision of the 
majority of folks who participated includes “everyone gets to live on 5 acres and 
have two SUV’s in the driveway, and commutes on large freeways (so there are no 
traffic jams) to the Power Centre to work and shop.” Well, you and I are pretty 
sure that based on an equal sharing of planetary resources and impacts, that that 
just can’t happen. So, there needs to be the education part first or those folks are 
going to be pretty disappointed. Of course, I think you have thought of this and I 
may have not read closely enough because page 5 lists steps differently. 
 
Kelly Learned 
YES. Backcasting is useful because it allows the process to begin positively and 
creates enthusiasm for the ‘what ifs’. It is also pro-active instead of reactive. 
Having short, medium and long-term initiatives makes the process more 
manageable and less intimidating. It also gives politicians something they can hold 
up as an accomplishment during their election cycle (i.e. three year cycle). 
 
László Pintér 
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I agree backcasting is useful and even necessary in SCP, in addition to other 
elements. Clearly we have a major and growing implementation gap between our 
current global situation and where we think we should be heading, and from a 
more technical (vs. political) point of view this implementation gap to a good 
degree is a consequence of systematic efforts to translate long-term common goals 
into a sequence of measures that help connect the present condition and dynamics 
with the future. But for backcasting to work it also has to take into account not 
only the present state but also the inertia of present processes. This is critical. For 
example, you get a very different future trajectory if your starting point today is at 
the end of a systematically increasing or decreasing trend of greenhouse gas 
emissions. Both types of dynamics can have you at the same 400ppm level, but in 
the former case you are dealing with a systematically degrading situation where 
first you have to concentrate of slowing the rate of degradation and only then can 
you think of some gradual improvement. The practical implication is that one also 
must have retrospective trend information, not only a future projection of trends. 
 
Mike Purcell 
Agree provided that the vision is bounded by the sustainability principles and that 
the backcasting is from both the vision and the sustainability principles. 
 
 
4) Do you think the Success Criteria are suitable for Canadian 

municipalities to follow for their planning processes? 
 
Angela Evans 
Yes, these ring very true to me. Sounds like how a perfect planning process of any 
kind should work. I especially see the importance of item 9 which can so often be 
missing in any kind of corporate venture, leading to poor results and a lack of staff 
enthusiasm once they realize that the leaders are not on board only posturing. 
 
Kelly Learned 
YES. See number 5 for further comments 
 
László Pintér: 
It’s a useful set, though I would assume some municipalities would have other 
criteria or formulate them in slightly different ways, due to their special 
circumstances. 
 
Mike Purcell 
Yes. 
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5) What are the strengths and weaknesses of our Success Criteria? Is there 
anything you would add or remove to the criteria? 

 
Angela Evans 
See above. Also, for such a process to meet these criteria a lot of staff and 
volunteer time and resources are required. To do inclusive committed planning 
well is darned expensive – but what cost the adaptation of our species and the 
healing of our planet? Isn’t it worth it? We just have to learn to say these things 
out loud. What else should we be working on as a society? 
 
Kelly Learned 
#4) Previous initiatives…clarify if you mean MDPs, other planning or policy 
documents, etc. 
#10) General comment: With in the process of developing a plan, ensuring 
timelines are met reduces/avoids frustration from the public, especially those 
heavily involved and committed to the planning process. Need to include 
something about being economically and resource efficient. 
 
László Pintér 
I think it is very important to have the leadership of municipal departments 
involved who are responsible for running current programs and who would be 
responsible for taking the lead in implementing new measures. Municipalities 
would need to ensure a smooth transition and minimal service disruption as 
possible, otherwise the electorate gets upset and political support for the changes 
evaporates. There have been many examples. 
 
Mike Purcell 
Potential additional criteria: 
• The planning process should be long term. 
• The approach to planning is holistic, systems based, and integrated as opposed 

to addressing issues in a fragmented, case-by-case basis. 
• Incorporate ongoing monitoring of the effectiveness of actions with indicators, 

guided by the vision and sustainability principles. 
 
 
6) We believe the Success Criteria indicators will help effectively monitor 

and measure the efficacy of, and whole-systems approach to, sustainable 
community planning. Do you agree or disagree? Why or why not? 

 
Angela Evans 
So, not only are communities aiming for a process that is exemplary, they are 
going to spend time checking and measuring how they are doing! Love it. Again, 
expensive, but this is how planning is supposed to be done. Want to start an 
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unbiased consulting service with me that do this type of work when you get back 
from Sweden? In house expertise and time constraints will mean outside help will 
be needed. Great! 
• Consider changing item 5)a (a superb indicator by the way!) to 1) b instead 
• Item 6) bracketed concept – what does the answer to that question tell us? In 

my experience communities and committees rarely achieve consensus and 
when they do the result is a weak, pale shadow of it’s original slightly 
controversial self. People have compromised badly to come up with 
something that is useless pap in terms of directing us to a truly sustainable 
future.  

• Item 8) - Is this a good indicator? I worry that too much might be read into it 
and yet it is good to be honest about how much priority we are giving such a 
process compared to repairing potholes and maintaining soccer fields. OK I 
have convinced myself – thanks. 

• Item 8) a. – how would one measure public commitment? There is no way the 
any municipality would allow a report to go out that implied their senior staff 
were not all on board even if true. I say this one should get dropped or 
replaced with something more concrete. 

• Item 9) - Wow. Love this one! If the leader(s) had to clock 5 hours min per 
week for example on this specific project, it would happen. Of course, they 
could lie about it, but why not ask the question and let them know it will be an 
issue. Wonderful. 

 
Kelly Learned 
They are a good starting point and provide ideas on what could be used for 
indicators to measure the process.  
Suggestions/comments as follows: 
2) How doe you ensure it is quality updates and that the community is actually 
‘getting it’? If a community updates on their website weekly, but no one reads it, 
is that really a valuable measurement? 
3) and 4) clarify who you are referring to for official documents. For example, the 
Chamber of Commerce may have official documents they refer to for their 
organization’s strategic plan. Or, are you referring just to municipal documents? 
5) a. Great indicator! 
6) I’m not sure what you are referring to for this one – do you mean the 
sustainability planning process in its entirety or portions of it? Or are you referring 
to something else? 
8) Are you referring to the overall municipal (or community organizations too?) 
budget, or department that is responsible for ISP? Note: Most funding is provided 
in grants from provincial and federal dollars.  
9) What is this going to be compared to? The indicator number may be more 
meaningful if there is something to check it against. i.e. Zero hours spent on 
sustainability project from ? – present.  
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I really like the other possible indicators. Those are ones that speak to the 
politicians, department managers, and those leery about sustainability because it is 
too ‘airy fairy’!! 
 
László Pintér 
Yes, the question is who should be mandated for doing the monitoring and what 
would be the incentives / disincentives to ensure staying on track. 
 
Mike Purcell 
Not sure about #7 as every year communities execute initiatives and have a 
number of planned longer term initiatives – some that are consciously moving 
toward sustainability and others that are not. So just having a number of executed 
initiatives as well as a number of future initiatives doesn’t say anything about the 
sustainability of such actions or if they are helping to move the community 
towards sustainability.  
Not sure that I see the relevance of #8 – is it suggesting that the sustainable 
planning process should over time consume more and more of the annual budget 
for the process to be successful?  
Not sure that I understand #10 – is it suggesting that meeting deadlines that are 
laid out on a timeline = success? 
 
 
7) We believe the SSCPP is an example of how a sustainable community 

planning process can fulfil all the Success Criteria. Do you agree or 
disagree? Why or why not? 

 
Angela Evans 
Again, see my concern about starting with step 1 as the Visioning process before a 
serious education and information sharing process is undertaken. Some people can 
envision things they have never seen or heard of before but others need to be 
inspired and given new concepts and tools in order to come up with future 
solutions. See question 3 above. 
 
Kelly Learned 
It is one approach. I agree in general, but it sounds like the Core Group and Expert 
Group have the potential to become very large in numbers. Is this very strategic?? 
 
László Pintér 
It’s a good example, but I think the link between 4 and 1 could be rethought. 
Somewhere in 4 there is implementation, which can be one year or multiple ears, 
as planning is cyclical. Obviously one would need to have short cycle reviews of 
the plan and long cycle major reviews or new rounds. Throughout the process you 
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need a reporting system that tracks leading indicators, both the process and the 
outcome types to detect any problems that would need an adjustment. 
 
Mike Purcell 
I can see how the process is intended to engage an ever broadening level of 
participation, however the scope of what is being analyzed seems to be limited to 
the “high level” community vision. As such, the analysis doesn’t seem to cover the 
more detailed aspects of the community such as transportation, energy, water, 
recreation and leisure, economic development etc. 
 
 
8) We believe the SSCPP checklist will help Canadian municipalities 

implementing the SSCPP to understand the current reality of their 
community planning processes and see the gaps between an ideal process 
and where they are today. Do you agree or disagree? Why or why not? 

 
Angela Evans 
I think most senior administrators and land use planners already have training in 
how to do an exemplary planning process but steps are missed and dropped for 
financial and/or political reasons. However, that is no reason to assume that if they 
are interested in doing a Sustainability Plan, they won’t try to do an exemplary 
job. I think the Success Criteria Indicators will not be news, but a nicely packaged 
reminder that this is how it should be done! 
 
As to the Best Practices Checklist, I don’t think it will do what you claim above 
(see gaps between an ideal process and where they are today) but rather this will 
be a great way to see where they are in a process that they have agreed to adopt. 
They can see what they are missing, if anything and get back at the steps you 
outline. For example, checkpoint #20 might help the administrator realize that an 
action no longer has a leader assigned due to internal job reclassifications, or a 
prolonged staff absence. 
 
Kelly Learned 
This is a very helpful tool that simplifies the process and provides clarity for 
anyone interested. 
 
László Pintér 
It’s a useful starting point. The answers to some of the questions would not always 
be straightforward (e.g. is there enough commitment from politicians and senior 
administrators), but they would still help to have a strategic conversation. 
 
Mike Purcell 
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Since the checklist doesn’t focus on the current reality of community planning 
processes (and most importantly that most community planning endeavors are 
currently focused on land use planning and not sustainability planning) and only 
focuses on the desirable process; the gap is not all that obvious. Another approach 
might be to identify various aspects of the current reality process adjacent to the 
desirable process so that the gap is more obvious. 
 
 
9) Do you think we have succeeded in showing how sustainable community 

planning processes can be informed by the FSSD?   
 
Angela Evans 
I think so. 
 
Kelly Learned 
YES. It gives those leading the process a solid base in a sometimes overwhelming 
and complex initiative. 
 
László Pintér 
Yes, I think the paper is well argued and provides a useful perspective on the 
importance of the process. 
 
Mike Purcell 
Yes. 
 
 
10) Other Comments? 
 
Angela Evans 
A. It would be easier for reader if you noted, as soon as possible on page 3 that 

you would be referring to two kinds of indicators: 
1. Indicators to measure progress towards sustainability or “socio-

economic” and 
2. Indicators to measure how well the process of sustainable planning is 

progressing or “process” indicators 
Refer to them the same way always in the document.  

B. I did not find Table 1 to be self-explanatory enough for me to struggle through 
it. 

I am glad you are pursuing this idea in order to come back and help Canadian 
municipalities grapple with how to do sustainability planning well and thoroughly! 
 
Kelly Learned 
Good job ladies! 
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Appendix B: Indicator Evaluation 

Success Criteria The planning process must… 
…apply Backcasting from Sustainability Principles 

Indicators 1) Has the community 
adopted a policy to use 
backcasting from SPs to 
inform every planning 
decision that pertains to 
the future of the 
community? (Y/N) 

2) Is the 
community’s 
vision in line with 
the SPs 

3) Percent of staff that have 
completed new sustainability training 
(at a minimum, based on backcasting 
and the Sustainability Principles) in 
the last year. Example: Percent of 
staff that have completed TNS 
eLearning module. 

Justification 
(What does this indicator 
tell us?) 

The community is 
committed to moving 
towards a whole-
systems approach to 
sustainability through 
their planning process 

The community 
vision fits within 
the constraints of 
future 
sustainability 

That an increasing number of staff is 
receiving sustainability training year 
after year. At a minimum, training 
must be given on the background of 
the Sustainability Principles and the 
practical approach of backcasting. 
More training may be given in other 
areas but these are a minimum 
requirement to score in this area. 
Training can go deeper and deeper 

Scale: (0) = Does not have characteristic; (1) = Somewhat has characteristic; (2) = Has characteristic 
Relevant 2 2 2 
Valid 2 1 2 
Credible 2 2 2 
Measurable/Feasible 2 1 2 
Consistent & Reliable 1 1 2 
Comparable  2 2 2 
Supplementary 1 0 2 
Leading 1 1 2 
Compelling 1 1 1 
Newsworthy 1 0 1 
Accessible & Affordable 2 1 2 
Relates to whole 
community 1 2 0 
Reflects community vision 
& values 1 2 2 
No exceptions to the rule 0 0 0 
Reveals linkages & 
systemic relationships 0 0 0 
Balances rscr & assets with 
needs and problems 0 0 0 
Creative & action oriented 1 1 2 
Clear in value 2 2 2 
Understandable  2 1 2 
Policy relevant 2 2 1 
Tentative 2 1 2 
Sufficient  1 2 2 
Timely  2 2 2 
Appropriate in scale 2 2 2 
Democratic 2 2 2 
Participatory 0 1 1 
Hierarchical 1 1 2 
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 Combined Analysis 36 32 42 
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Indicator Evaluation – 2 

Success Criteria The planning process must… 
…apply Backcasting from Sustainability Principles 

Indicators 4) Average level of 
staff satisfaction in 
quality of 
sustainability training 
in the past year (1-5: 
not satisfied to very 
satisfied) 

5) Percent of socio-
ecological indicators 
that reflect a positive 
change towards the 
vision. 

6) Ratio of funds allocated to 
sustainable initiatives versus 
amount of money saved or made 
from sustainable initiatives 
(Sustainable initiatives are 
initiatives that help the community 
move towards compliance with the 
SPs, provide flexible platforms, 
and have good return on 
investments). 

Justification 
(What does this indicator 
tell us?) 

With every training 
session, this indictor 
will help determine 
whether the staff 
feels the quality of 
training is 
satisfactory. 

SEIs will monitor the 
performance of the 
sustainability initiatives 
implemented as a result 
of the planning process. 
Success of these projects 
will reflect upon how 
thorough the planning 
process has been. 

In order for a community to move 
towards sustainability, they must 
balance their investment in 
sustainability projects and the 
ability for these initiatives to be 
sustained. This can only be 
measured over the long-term. 

Scale: (0) = Does not have characteristic; (1) = Somewhat has characteristic; (2) = Has characteristic 
Relevant 1 0 2 
Valid 2 0 0 
Credible 1 2 0 
Measurable/Feasible 2 2 0 
Consistent & Reliable 1 2 0 
Comparable  1 2 1 
Supplementary 2 2 2 
Leading 1 2 1 
Compelling 2 2 2 
Newsworthy 2 2 2 
Accessible & Affordable 1 2 1 
Relates to whole 
community 0 2 1 
Reflects community vision 
& values 1 2 2 
No exceptions to the rule 0 0 0 
Reveals linkages & 
systemic relationships 0 2 1 
Balances rscr & assets with 
needs and problems 0 0 0 
Creative & action oriented 1 1 2 
Clear in value 1 2 0 
Understandable  1 2 1 
Policy relevant 0 2 2 
Tentative 2 1 2 
Sufficient  1 2 2 
Timely  2 1 2 
Appropriate in scale 2 2 1 
Democratic 2 2 1 
Participatory 2 2 1 
Hierarchical 2 2 2 
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 Combined Analysis 33 43 31 
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Indicator Evaluation – 3 

Success Criteria The planning process must… 
…have committed leadership 

 
…be participatory 

Indicators 7) Percent of planning 
budget allocated to 
sustainability planning 
(any planning in line 
with SPs). 

8) What is the minimum 
percent of time that has been 
written into the planning 
process manager(s)’s job 
description to the to dedicate to 
the planning process in the 
next year (basing the 
percentage on a 40 hour work 
week)? 

9) Average community 
member satisfaction in 
having the opportunity to 
participate in the 
planning process (1-5: 
not satisfied to very 
satisfied). 

Justification 
(What does this indicator 
tell us?) 

More than just rhetoric, 
decision-makers are 
actually committing 
funds to supporting a 
sustainable community 
planning process. 

As it takes time and money to 
coordinate between many 
departments and ensure an 
effective planning process is 
underway, the greater number 
of hours being dedicated to 
monitoring the process to 
make sure it’s on-track will 
lead to more effective process 
overall. 

All community members 
should feel they have 
outlets to participate in 
deciding the direction of 
the future of their 
community. 

Scale: (0) = Does not have characteristic; (1) = Somewhat has characteristic; (2) = Has characteristic 
Relevant 2 2 2 
Valid 2 2 2 
Credible 1 2 1 
Measurable/Feasible 1 2 2 
Consistent & Reliable 2 2 2 
Comparable  1 2 2 
Supplementary 2 2 2 
Leading 2 2 2 
Compelling 1 1 2 
Newsworthy 1 1 2 
Accessible & Affordable 1 2 1 
Relates to whole 
community 2 1 2 
Reflects community vision 
& values 2 1 2 
No exceptions to the rule 0 0 2 
Reveals linkages & 
systemic relationships 1 1 0 
Balances rscr & assets with 
needs and problems 0 0 0 
Creative & action oriented 1 1 2 
Clear in value 1 2 2 
Understandable  1 2 1 
Policy relevant 2 2 2 
Tentative 2 2 2 
Sufficient  2 2 2 
Timely  2 2 1 
Appropriate in scale 2 2 1 
Democratic 1 1 2 
Participatory 1 1 2 
Hierarchical 2 1 2 
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Indicator Evaluation – 4 

Success Criteria The planning process must… 
…be participatory 

Indicators 
10) Percent of public outreach 
budget allocated for public 
sustainability education (at a 
minimum based on 
backcasting and the 
Sustainability Principles). 

11) Average level 
of public 
satisfaction in 
quality of 
participation 
activities in the 
past year (1-5: not 
satisfied to very 
satisfied).  

12) Does the diversity (age, 
sex, ethnicity, income…) of 
public participation reflect the 
diversity of the community? (0 
– Does not reflect diversity at 
all; 1 – Reflects some diversity, 
although no more than 50% of 
the diversity of the community; 
3 – Diversity is reflected.) 

Justification 
(What does this indicator 
tell us?) 

Will ensure projects are carried 
out to create a shared 
understanding of sustainability. 
This will, in turn, ensure that 
as the public engages in the 
planning of the future of their 
community, they will have and 
educated and informed 
understanding of the issues 
behind sustainability and 
strategic approaches to find 
solutions.  

With every 
participation 
activity (such as 
workshops, 
surveys, online 
forums, etc), this 
indictor will help 
determine 
whether the public 
feels the quality 
satisfactory.  

The outcome of the planning 
process will not be entirely 
effective if a broad cross-
section of the community is not 
participating and bought into 
the process itself. This indicator 
will tell us whether more effort 
needs to be put elsewhere so 
that diversity of participation is 
accomplished.  

Scale: (0) = Does not have characteristic; (1) = Somewhat has characteristic; (2) = Has characteristic 
Relevant 2 2 2 
Valid 2 1 2 
Credible 2 1 2 
Measurable/Feasible 2 2 2 
Consistent & Reliable 2 2 2 
Comparable  2 2 1 
Supplementary 2 2 2 
Leading 2 2 2 
Compelling 2 2 2 
Newsworthy 2 2 2 
Accessible & Affordable 2 2 1 
Relates to whole 
community 2 2 2 
Reflects community vision 
& values 2 2 2 
No exceptions to the rule 2 1 1 
Reveals linkages & 
systemic relationships 0 0 1 
Balances rscr & assets with 
needs and problems 0 0 0 
Creative & action oriented 2 2 2 
Clear in value 0 2 2 
Understandable  2 1 1 
Policy relevant 2 2 2 
Tentative 2 2 2 
Sufficient  2 2 2 
Timely  2 2 1 
Appropriate in scale 1 1 2 
Democratic 2 2 0 
Participatory 2 2 2 
Hierarchical 2 2 2 
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Indicator Evaluation – 5 

The planning process must… Success Criteria 
…be iterative & 

adaptive 
…be efficient & timely …be transparent 

Indicators 13) How frequently are 
the results of planning 
process indicators 
updated? 

14) Percent of planning 
process deadlines being met 
within the overall planning 
process timeline? 

15) Percent of total 
municipal departments 
involved in planning 
process. 

Justification 
(What does this indicator 
tell us?) 

Tracking process 
indicators will, over 
time, demonstrate that 
the process is 
undergoing continual 
review, reflecting upon 
the challenges and 
successes, and seeking 
to remedy areas showing 
weakness.  

While there must be flexibility 
to changing conditions and 
unexpected challenges in the 
planning process, the greater 
extent deadlines are being met 
will reflect reasonable 
timelines are being set and that 
the process is being carried out 
over time. 

There should be no 
preference given to one 
municipal department 
over the other as to 
ensure a holistic 
approach to planning 
where all departmental 
actors know…Increasing 
transparency by knowing 
what everyone is up to. 

Scale: (0) = Does not have characteristic; (1) = Somewhat has characteristic; (2) = Has characteristic 
Relevant 2 2 2 
Valid 2 1 2 
Credible 2 2 2 
Measurable/Feasible 2 2 2 
Consistent & Reliable 2 2 2 
Comparable  2 2 2 
Supplementary 2 2 2 
Leading 2 2 2 
Compelling 2 2 2 
Newsworthy 2 2 2 
Accessible & Affordable 2 2 2 
Relates to whole 
community 2 2 1 
Reflects community vision 
& values 2 1 1 
No exceptions to the rule 2 2 2 
Reveals linkages & 
systemic relationships 2 1 2 
Balances rscr & assets with 
needs and problems 0 0 2 
Creative & action oriented 2 2 1 
Clear in value 2 1 2 
Understandable  2 2 2 
Policy relevant 2 2 2 
Tentative 2 2 2 
Sufficient  2 2 2 
Timely  2 2 2 
Appropriate in scale 2 1 2 
Democratic 2 2 2 
Participatory 2 2 2 
Hierarchical 2 2 2 
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76 

Indicator Evaluation – 6 

Success Criteria The planning process must… 
…be transparent 

 
Indicators 16) Is there formal 

communication between 
municipal departments to 
utilize sector expertise in the 
planning process? (0 – no; 1 – 
people informally 
communicate, and don’t 
integrate expertise, 2 – people 
communicate formally and 
integrate expertise) 

17) How frequently 
are results of process 
indicators 
communicated to the 
public?  

18) On average, what 
percent of the community 
agrees they know where to 
find information on the 
planning process? 

Justification 
(What does this indicator 
tell us?) 

Communication between 
departments will ensure 
transparency, increasing 
enthusiasm and innovation, 
while reducing frustration of 
duplication. 

When the public 
knows about the 
status of the planning 
process – as 
demonstrated by the 
process indicators - 
this increases the 
transarency. 

Although community 
members may not be 
looking at the information 
regularly, knowing where 
they can find the 
information reflects the 
transparency of the process. 

Scale: (0) = Does not have characteristic; (1) = Somewhat has characteristic; (2) = Has characteristic 
Relevant 2 2 2 
Valid 2 2 2 
Credible 2 2 2 
Measurable/Feasible 1 2 2 
Consistent & Reliable 1 2 2 
Comparable  2 2 2 
Supplementary 2 1 1 
Leading 2 2 2 
Compelling 2 1 2 
Newsworthy 1 2 2 
Accessible & Affordable 2 2 2 
Relates to whole 
community 1 2 2 
Reflects community vision 
& values 1 2 1 
No exceptions to the rule 1 2 2 
Reveals linkages & 
systemic relationships 2 1 0 
Balances rscr & assets with 
needs and problems 2 2 2 
Creative & action oriented 2 2 2 
Clear in value 2 2 2 
Understandable  1 2 2 
Policy relevant 2 2 2 
Tentative 2 2 2 
Sufficient  1 2 2 
Timely  1 2 2 
Appropriate in scale 2 2 2 
Democratic 1 2 2 
Participatory 0 2 2 
Hierarchical 2 2 2 
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Appendix C:  Strategic Sustainable 
Community Planning 
Process (SSCPP) 

Advancing towards sustainability requires participation from all 
sectors of the community because the goals of sustainability are 
ambitious. (Infrastructure Canada 2005) 

Step 1 – Creating a Vision 

To begin the process, the community is approached for their input on what 
they feel the community vision should reflect. The aim is to determine the 
core values (what the community stands for), core purpose (the 
community’s reason for being), and strategic goals (dreams of the future). 
The core values and purpose reflect the stable core of the community and 
are, in essence, unchanging over time. The strategic goals should be 
attractive, clear, inspiring and meaningful in order to drive planning 
innovation. (Senge 1990; Collins and Porras 1996.) To articulate these, the 
community can be engaged in a number of ways, including surveys, face-to-
face interviews, or public forums inviting every member of the community 
to attend and share opinions. Methods should aim to reach a broad 
demographic, allowing every age, sex, and race an equal opportunity to 
participate. Consulting the community about their dreams for the future 
(i.e. Imagine Process, Appreciative Inquiry, etc.) ensures community 
engagement is maintained from the beginning of the process.  

Once the community has been consulted, their input goes to a Core Group 
of individuals, including Municipal leaders and early adopters of 
sustainability. Municipal leaders can include politicians, sector 
representatives (such as waste or water), senior management, and provincial 
representatives. Early adopters are individuals from the community who 
have vested interest in the wellbeing of the whole community and its future 
and take initiative to help ensure community wellbeing is being achieved. 
The Core Group must have an understanding of the Earth’s system, and the 
SPs, in order to share a common language of sustainability (System - Level 
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1 of the FSSD). With this base, they can consolidate and summarize the 
community’s feedback into a high level vision, with core values, core 
purpose, and strategic goals, framed within the SPs (Success - Level 2 of the 
FSSD). This allows backcasting from SPs to be incorporated into the 
planning process. 

To provide continuity, designated members from the Core Group noted 
above will continue to participate in step 2 and step 3. The group as a 
whole will continually revisit the process. Although the first iteration of 
Step 1 deals solely with the Vision, following iterations may touch upon 
the details of the plan itself, such as proposed initiatives and indicators. 

Step 2 – Expert Assembly Analysis  

Once the Vision is outlined, an Expert Assembly is chosen to begin the next 
stage. The Expert Assembly includes representatives from every municipal 
department and/or sector (waste, environmental services, recreation, 
economic development, etc.), a set of whom also sit on the Core Group. It 
is imperative that all relevant actors are at the table during this process, to 
allow dynamic synergies between sectors to be detected.  

The Expert Assembly is invited to participate in a workshop to complete 
the analysis, outlined earlier as the generic model for strategic planning 
towards sustainability. As with the Core Group, the Expert Assembly 
must have an understanding of the Earth’s system, and the SPs, in order to 
share a common language of sustainability (System - Level 1 of the FSSD). 
With this shared understanding, the vision is scrutinized and/or added to by 
the Expert Assembly, and backcasting is implemented to analyse the 
current reality of the community in relation to the vision. The experts 
highlight strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats to reach the 
vision. Solutions are then brainstormed that allow the community to move 
towards its vision. From this list of solutions, smart early steps are 
prioritized with the following criteria: 

1. Is this measure a step towards our vision? 

2.  Can the measure be a platform for future development towards the 
vision? 
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3. Does the measure provide the municipality with adequate financial 
return? 

They also identify indicators to measure the performance of these potential 
initiatives in moving the community toward sustainability.  

After the first iteration of the process, increasingly more and more 
individuals are invited to participate in Step 2. Experts can choose to 
facilitate workshops within their own departments to take the community 
analysis deeper and deeper. This allows for detailed analysis within 
departments, while linking it to the broader analysis completed during the 
first iteration. In addition, augmenting the number of people engaged in the 
process ensures the process is participatory. 

Step 3 – Community Panel Evaluation  

The results of the Expert Analysis are then presented in workshops to the 
Community Panel. The Community Panel includes structural entities of a 
community, including political figures, business leaders, non-governmental 
organization (NGO) representatives, civil actors, etc. A set of individuals 
on the Community Panel will also sit on the Core Group, thus bringing in a 
previous background to the process and keeping the Core Group involved.  

Before beginning the analysis, the Community Panel must have an 
understanding of the Earth’s system, and the SPs (System - Level 1 of the 
FSSD). The Community Panel is then invited to scrutinize the results from 
their community vantage point by adding to the current reality analysis, the 
brainstormed list of solutions, and prioritized initiatives. They may add 
more detailed initiatives that outline how they can specifically help the 
community move towards sustainability. Indicators suggested by the 
Expert Assembly will also be reviewed and critiqued, and new indicators 
will be suggested to capture any additional measures that have been 
proposed.  

As with Step 2, Step 3 can be elaborated to include more people with each 
iteration. Community leaders may choose to facilitate workshops within 
their own structural entities, inviting increasingly more participants to 
contribute to the process and to gain an understanding of sustainability. In 
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later iterations, neighbouring community leaders may also be invited into 
the process. The depth of participation and analysis is continually 
expanded with each repetition of the process.  

Step 4 – Review 

Once the public, Expert Assembly, and community panel have been 
involved in the process, the results are returned to the Core Group for 
further revision. The Core Group considers how to provide coherence 
between budget, capacity & strategic priorities.  

Some of the factors considered are: how to build on existing capacities, what 
partnerships can be initiated or further developed to ensure success of the 
plan, and what leaders are designated to carry out initiatives, ensuring 
accountability. (Swanson and Pintér 2004, p.17) Over time, all municipal 
department plans should be integrated and aligned with the SSCP. 

At this stage, a new round can occur until a strong consensus is built upon 
the vision and strategic steps toward sustainability, making this a living 
process of continual improvement and re-evaluation. 

The overall plan and strategies can now be shared with the community and 
the community can be invited to participate in carrying out the initiatives 
and monitoring process where appropriate. 

A Comment on Communication and Transparency:  

At every stage of the process, the public should have access to information 
on the process and the outcomes of each step as they unfold, whether 
through website updates, newsletters, or other communication mechanisms. 
At certain steps, more wide-reaching communication methods, such as 
media releases or press conferences, can be used to celebrate successes, such 
as the creation of the vision, or the plan itself. 

A Comment on Implementation:  

During every iteration of this process, the community is trying to identify 
initiatives that are flexible, help move the community towards its vision, 
and provide a good return on investment. These investments are often 
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resource intensive and, therefore, need perspective that is large enough in 
time and space to recognize their long-term benefit to the community. Once 
these initiatives are determined, they should begin to be implemented, 
regardless of what step the process is at. If the planning process meets the 
Success Criteria, it can be assured that the initiatives will move the 
community towards its shared vision. 

 

A Best Practices Checklist has been developed to fortify the understanding 
of the practical relevancy, applicability and strength of using a strategic 
approach to sustainable community planning  
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SSCPP Best Practices Checklist   

1. Our community has a written definition of sustainability that 
is in line with the Sustainability Principles (SPs).  
  Agree or Disagree 

2. We have a clear vision of what our sustainable community 
will look like based on this definition.    
  Agree or Disagree 

3. The community has been involved in co-creating this vision.
  Agree or Disagree 

4. An Expert Panel has been formed made up of all relevant 
actors. (i.e. sector representatives, department heads, etc.) 
  Agree or Disagree 

5. The Expert Panel understands the scientifically based SPs.
  Agree or Disagree 

5. The Expert Panel has reached consensus to embrace the 
community’s vision, synthesized by the core group.  
  Agree or Disagree 

6. The Exert Panel has reached consensus to embrace the 
community’s vision, synthesized by the Core Group.  
  Agree or Disagree 

7. The Expert Panel has completed an analysis of the 
community’s Current Reality (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) 
in relation to the vision.    
  Agree or Disagree   

8. The Expert Panel has created a list of initiatives that have 
been prioritized by ensuring they provide a flexible platform, heading in the 
right direction (towards the vision for sustainability) and that will provide a 
good return on investment.    
  Agree or Disagree 
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9. The Expert Panel has identified indicators for the actions that 
measure movement towards the community’s vision.  
  Agree or Disagree 

10. There are members of the Expert Panel who also participate 
as members of the Core Group.   
  Agree or Disagree 

11. A Community Panel has been formed and includes all 
relevant actors. (i.e. NGOs, business leaders, early adopters, etc.) 
  Agree or Disagree 

12. The Community Panel understands the scientifically based 
SPs.  Agree or Disagree 

13. The Community Panel had reached consensus to embrace the 
Expert Panel/community’s vision.   
  Agree or Disagree 

14. The Community Panel has scrutinized and expanded the 
Expert Panel’s current reality (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) 
in relation to the vision.    
  Agree or Disagree 

15. The Community Panel has scrutinized and expanded the 
Expert Panel’s list of actions that have been prioritized by ensuring they 
provide a flexible platform, heading in the right direction (towards the 
vision for sustainability), and ensure a good return on investment. 
  Agree or Disagree 

16. The Community Panel has scrutinized and expanded the 
Expert Panel’s indicators for the actions that measure movement towards 
the community’s vision.    
  Agree or Disagree 

17. There are members of the Community Panel who also 
participate as members of the Core Group.  
  Agree or Disagree 
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18. The outcomes from the Expert Panel and Community Panel 
have been reviewed by the Core Group to ensure consensus between all 
parties.  Agree or Disagree 

19. An overall community sustainability plan has been created. 
(I.e. ICSP)  Agree or Disagree 

20. Leaders have been designated to implement each prioritized 
action.  Agree or Disagree 

21. Specific indicators are being used to track the progress 
towards the community’s vision.   
  Agree or Disagree 

22. There is a non-partisan person in place to facilitate the 
process.   Agree or Disagree 

23. There is public commitment from political and senior 
management to carry out a SSCPP.   
   Agree or Disagree 

24. There have been sustainability training offered to people 
involved in this process.    
  Agree or Disagree 

25. All departmental plans are aligned and integrated with the 
overall SSCP. Agree or Disagree 

26. The process is being continually repeated to increasingly 
include more people.    
  Agree or Disagree 

27. The community has been engaged and informed throughout 
the process.  Agree or Disagree 

28. There is a sense of urgency reflected in your timeline. 
  Agree or Disagree 

29. There is budget allocated to realize the SSCP. 
  Agree or Disagree 
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Appendix D: Expert Panel Feedback B 

1) Do you agree with the analysis of the current reality of the regional 
planning process in Canadian municipalities? Why or why not? 

 
Carmen Bohn 
Yes.  
 
Kelly Learned 
I disagree with the assumption that there is a lack of political leadership and lack 
of accountability: 

o In my municipal experience, there has always been the desire and drive on 
the part of the elected officials to take on the responsibility of guiding a 
structured planning process – especially when it comes to the ‘new thing’ 
in terms of planning for sustainability. Elected officials often realize that 
unless it is strategic and well planned, they will be the ones that pay the 
cost of ‘failure’. So it is in their best interest to ensure it is a well-planned 
process. 

o Municipal elections are one of the best ways for a community to ensure 
the political leaders are accountable. 

 
László Pintér 
I would suggest to more explicitly recognize that there is already a great diversity 
of municipal planning processes, As you know, there are some real pioneers and in 
many cases there is also momentum. So I don't think the weaknesses apply as 
generally as it may be implied from your analysis. The weaknesses that may not 
come out of your analysis include limited leadership, limited capacity to get things 
done, as public agencies downsized to keep taxes and costs low. There is also a 
lack of , clarity on the implications of embarking on an ambitious, all-
encompassing plan for central agency functions, such as budget processes. 
 
Mike Purcell 
Currently most municipalities in Canada have an official community Plan. They 
are called different things in different provinces for example Nova Scotia refers to 
them as a “Municipal Planning Strategy”. Regardless of their title they are 
essentially the same thing and generally defined as follows: “Official Community 
Plan (OCP) –is a statement of objectives and policies to guide decisions on 
planning and land use management, within the area covered by the plan (usually 
an entire municipality or parts of regional districts). An OCP establishes how a 
local government will grow.” It is the ICSP's that are new to communities and in 
Alberta these are referred to as a Municipal Sustainability Plan (rather than an 
ICSP) this is what the AUMA guidebook (that Pong helped create) is all about. 
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these plans take a whole community perspective and look at way more than just 
land use as they look at things like energy, waste and materials handling, 
transportation, health and leisure, food etc. The OCP's look at these things were 
only from a land use perspective (i.e. where will our landfill site be located, our 
land for agriculture, our roads etc.). Although there may be elements missing from 
the current planning process, the bigger current reality concern is that, until only 
recently no one has prepared an “Integrated Community Sustainability Plan” that 
goes beyond land use management related aspects to a plan that looks at the big 
picture of community. 
 
 
2) Is there anything you would add or remove to the analysis of the current 

reality? 
 
Carmen Bohn 
Good Point [in regards to municipalities spending money on down-stream effects, 
instead of choosing to spend it on addressing]. 
 
Kelly Learned 
May want to rethink the sections regarding lack of leadership and accountability. 
 
László Pintér 
I think the high level of concern about the environment that is very obvious in the 
polls is a definite opportunity. A potential threat is if some sudden shock (e.g. the 
effects of the subprime meltdown in the US) shift priorities away from long term 
planning and make municipalities focus on crisis management. 
 
Mike Purcell 
The lack of leadership issue relates more to there being a lack of leadership 
towards sustainability and that is largely because there is low awareness and 
understanding of sustainability and on how to strategically move towards it. 
Almost every municipality has a community plan (OCP) and are required to have 
one in almost all provinces. What is lacking are Integrated community 
sustainability plans that take a whole community perspective (i.e. including all 
aspects such as transportation, water (including storm, waste and drinking), the 
natural and built environments, the handling of waste materials (including 
agricultural wastes/nutrients), recreation and leisure, food, economic vitality, 
health, social, governance and partnerships, energy, etc. I suspect that if there is a 
lack of leadership it is because the awareness of sustainability is not fully 
illuminated nor is there an understanding of how to systematically and 
strategically move towards it. The “community planning process” to develop an 
OCP is not compartmentalized - it is in itself a compartment - as it really only 
focuses on land use and not other aspects of community. In many communities 
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there are, in addition to the OCP, several other plans that deal with the other 
compartments like a transportation plan, a waste management plan etc. Often these 
plans are not well integrated or worse not integrated at all. There is a lot of 
accountability with the current community planning process (as the current 
planning process is really only land use related) what is lacking is planning at a 
holistic community level where all aspects are viewed in an integrated and 
coordinated manner. Not so sure (about lack of upstream funding) – there is quite 
a bit of money allocated to the current community planning processes. Currently 
in most communities infrastructure and capital planning are based on forecasting - 
where future needs are predicted from past trends rather than planning from a 
desirable future state of success (backcasting from the conditions for a sustainable 
society). Most compartmentalized plans have lots of strategy; what they lack is 
strategy towards sustainability (i.e. a clear vision of a sustainable outcome and 
strategic guidance towards that outcome). Another potential opportunity is the 
growing awareness of the need for sustainability. Many other threats are 
potentially looming, such as: materials and energy prices will be higher, increasing 
social dysfunction and increasing costs for social programs etc. increased costs for 
insurance and financing (especially for those who contribute to unsustainability), 
community members putting increased pressure on their local governments to be 
sustainable, etc. 
 
 
3) Do you agree with the outlined vision for a Strategic Sustainable 

Community Planning Process (SSCPP)? Why or why not? 
 
Carmen Bohn 
I think there is something before Step 1 [creating a vision]. Where does [the 
community’s vision] come from? There must be some consultation before this of 
who is presenting it. Careful with this terminology [in regards to Expert] – it sets 
community members against one another. When is the process complete? Who 
leads it? 
 
Kelly Learned 
RE: Step 1 – Creating a Vision 
Many municipalities have already undergone extensive visioning and values 
exercises with their communities to develop MDPs, Official Plans, etc. This is the 
first ‘big item’ we are struggling with in terms of developing our CSP.  
How can we utilize the work that went into the MDP process for visioning? Or, is 
there a way to justify and reason that the MDP is a very different process from a 
SRPP and a brand new process needs to be committed to in terms of visioning? It 
would be important to recognize the work municipalities already do and explore 
whether some efficiencies should be integrated. If there is no room for integration 
then that also needs to be explicit. 
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Another item for further consideration is what the optics are for the larger public 
when they are presented with a vision, core values and core purpose without first 
being consulted themselves. I understand the strategic value of creating a basic 
information package with a core group that is presented to the larger public group, 
but I’m curious how the impression that “well it’s already decided so why should I 
participate” syndrome is avoided? 
Or perhaps this is too detailed to get into at the level you are working from??? 
 
László Pintér 
Not entirely. Practically speaking, I believe developing a vision needs to be 
grounded in understanding the current situation, and for that an assessment of 
baseline conditions is needed. I also think you need to be explicit about how the 
ABCD method applies to the various stages in more detail. 
The last section envisions on ongoing process of dialogue and improvement which 
is fine, but there is no mention of implementation in the cycle. You might find it 
useful to look at the strategic management cycle in our country SD strategy 
analyses, available on our website which has cross-scale applicability. 
 
Mike Purcell 
Do I understand correctly that the intent is to come up with a high level vision for 
the community (i.e. we will be “A vibrant sustainable community with plenty of 
rural character, natural beauty, resourceful and imaginative people”) (step 1) and 
then take that to the public (step 2) and discuss at a high level what this means for 
our community’s transportation system, our food system, water, waste and 
materials handling, arts and culture etc. by doing a high level BCD on each of 
those sectors? If so, then step 2 will require the public to have a shared 
understanding and language of sustainability so that they can identify the high 
level (B step) things like: our transportation system is entirely dependant on fossil 
fuels, metals are poorly recycled, it emits tons of man made substances (such as 
from tires, washer fluid etc.) it constantly encroaches onto natural areas (with 
roads, road and intersection widening, storm drainage, parking areas etc.) our 
energy system depends on coal for electrical generation … our water system … 
etc. for various sectors of community and then be able to identify the desirable 
high level characteristics (C step) for each of these sector areas (i.e. our 
sustainable transportation system is: fossil fuel free, all metals are fully recycled, 
vehicles emit only benign emissions etc.)  
Is step 3 intended to go deeper with more detailed analysis of current reality, and 
the action ideas that will help bridge the gap between current reality and the sector 
specific C step visions? Along with a more detailed (D step) action plan? Since 
many of those “experts” are from the various sectors that are being discussed, 
would they be asked to commit to implementing the various actions that come out 
of that process?  
It might be good to have all of the actors that are identified in step 4 to participate 
in the earlier steps so that they are part of process right from the beginning and as 
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such might take a greater level of ownership of the plan. In this way they might be 
more apt to implement many of the actions that only they can implement as well 
as support the actions of others. 
 
 
4) Do you believe this theoretical model of the SSCPP is useful for Canadian 

municipalities to adopt? 
 
Carmen Bohn 
Yes, as long as it is clearly defined and doesn’t add to already high workloads. 
 
Kelly Learned 
I don’t really see the proposed process of the SSCPP as very different from the 
AUMA model for Community Sustainability Planning (which I believe TNS 
helped them develop). From a process point of view, your model supports and 
mirrors the AUMA model. Cochrane is proposing to use the process AUMA 
established. It’s the tools within the strategic process that are key. 
 
László Pintér 
There are aspects of the model that are already in place in some municipalities 
(Wood Buffalo, Shaletaire's work in Vancouver etc.). I think your suggestions can 
inform the thinking process, but anything adopted would need to go through 
detailed political and technical vetting. 
 
Mike Purcell 
Absolutely, with some modifications. 
 
 
5) Is there anything you would add or remove to the SSCPP? 
 
Carmen Bohn 
Something before step 1. 
 
Kelly Learned 
No. It’s basic/generic enough to be palatable to any municipality. The only caution 
is the core group making a majorly influential/important decision without wider 
input first. 
 
László Pintér 
See point 3. 
 
Mike Purcell 
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The community’s vision should ideally be vetted through the whole community or 
at least anyone who wants to provide input. The next step only provides this 
opportunity for those who attend the participatory workshops. Would it not be 
good to invite this group [The Community Panel] to the process earlier as they are 
integral members of the community and should have a say in the community’s 
vision and in the visions for the various sectors of the community as they depend 
on those sectors (i.e. transportation, energy, waste etc.). [Also, should they] make 
edits or contribute to the process by adding more action ideas (i.e. related to the 
kinds of things that they can do to help the community achieve its visions for the 
various sector areas) as well as more detailed action ideas. Ideally they also 
commit to implementing actions that they are capable of implementing. 
 
 
6) What are the barriers you see to communities adopting the suggested 

SSCPP? 
 
Carmen Bohn 
More work? Regulatory differences in jurisdiction. 
 
Kelly Learned 
Again, the way Step 1 is first started from the core to the whole. 
 
László Pintér 
Institutional inertia, other competing methods, alternative political agendas. 
 
Mike Purcell 
Understanding it and the conditions for a sustainable society. This is not easy for 
people to get their heads around as sustainability requires transformational 
changes. Many people are focused on incremental changes as the solution. 
Whereas this requires incremental steps towards transformational change as the 
solution. 
 
 
7) What are the opportunities you see for communities adopting the 

suggested SSCPP? 
 
Carmen Bohn 
An integrated framework for all municipalities is helpful. 
 
Kelly Learned 
Those that do not have a provincially designed process (i.e. AUMA) and are really 
struggling with what to begin with, may see this broad outline as helpful. 
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László Pintér 
I think adoption as such is unlikely, but the model can bring attention to the need 
for a systematic approach to integrated planning process and more work in this 
area. It is also helpful in that it grounds planning in some basic, biophysical 
principles of sustainability. 
 
Mike Purcell 
Becoming sustainable and strategic about sustainability. 
 
 
8) What actions do you feel can be taken to make the SSCPP used in 

Canadian municipalities? 
 
Carmen Bohn 
Buy-in by councils. 
 
Kelly Learned 
If you can justify or reason how the work done in MDPs is to fit or supplement the 
SRPP best, that would be a unique insight that has not been discussed at a larger, 
strategic perspective (from what I know). 
 
László Pintér 
Once you finalized the paper you could look for an opportunity to present it at a 
suitable forum. You could also look for a municipality interested in a dialogue 
about pilot testing. 
 
Mike Purcell 
More and more proof of its effectiveness and success stories. 
 
 
9) Further Comments 
 
 
Carmen Bohn 
I do see great value in the research you are engaged in. I guess the key to it all, in 
my humble opinion, is that sustainability should be spoken about in terms that 
baffle less, and inspire more. Most of the municipal folks that I interact with have 
so little time, and don’t like to be bombarded with too much new info or another 
rigorous process. They need to be able to see how and why this crazy 
sustainability stuff relates to them. The indicators should be strategic, yes, but they 
should also be linked to real life and meaningful objectives – as you have 
described in your visioning and analysis. 
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Kelly Learned 
I’m not sure if I’ve missed it but I think the document needs to more clearly link 
the SWOT analysis with the proposed steps for the SRPP.  
Also, in the introduction you state your focus of research is to potential for SSD. 
Then further down you state that the research is to investigate indicators to 
measure the process of sustainable planning. It is not explicit that a method of 
selecting the socio-economic indicators will be a part of the research. More clarity 
is needed: are you focussing on the strategic process indictors or are you focussing 
on the method for selecting indicators, or both? 
 
László Pintér 
I think you should think about better synchronizing the title of your paper with 
what you are actually proposing. The title is talking about indicators for a planning 
process, but the actual proposal is focused on a revamped planning system where 
the indicator theme is only part of the picture. Also, you may need to think about 
more consistency in your use of language, I am thinking of community vs. 
regional vs. municipal systems. Regional obviously implies multi-community, and 
municipal may be understood as one community, but some municipalities are 
actually huge, like Wood Buffalo with many communities. If the focus is the 
region, cross-scale coordination becomes an important factor, as member 
communities may want to run their own planning processes that somehow need to 
be aligned with higher level goals and objectives. 
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