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Staff Reports
These are the reports a professional planner prepares that 
digest a particular development proposal or permit request; 
assess site conditions; relate the proposal to the 
comprehensive plan, subplans, and functional plans; and 
make a recommendation, all against the backdrop of local 
government policies and development code criteria. 

(Meck and Morris, 2004)



What one word do you think of 
when you hear “staff report”?







The Sample
• Staff reports from 94 cities

– Simple, rezonings
• 41 states
• Population range: 2,501 to 8,274,527

– Mean 192,719; median 68,722
• Page numbers: 1 to 71

– Mean 9.38; median 5 Johnson, B. J., & Lyles, W. 
(2016). The Unexamined Staff 
Report: Results From an 
Evaluation of a National 
Sample. Journal of the 
American Planning 
Association
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Findings
• 79% referenced the comprehensive plan

• 39% specific goals and objectives
• 80% gave recommendation

• 40% gave clear justification
• 45% site map of parcel

• 9% reference map of parcel in the city
• 80% used page numbers

• 24% bullet points
• 5% photographs

Only 1% 
used 

sidebars

Lots of technical 
writing for lay 
audiences.



Cover 
Sheet -
In case 

you don’t 
look at 

anything 
else.







Tables



Different



Literally, a 
checklist.



Where in the 
city?



Sidebars



We need to think differently.
• Can staff reports be “avant-garde”?





Some inspiration .  .  .













An avant-garde staff report - -
What does a mobile make us think of?



A Mobile Staff Report
• Let’s take a look -



Tested out – Avant-garde Staff 
Reports

• Videos short and long
• An e-book
• A “Fancy” newsletter
• Minimalist
• Game board
• Collage



Tested with Planning Commissions
• Mainland Planning Commission and the Islands Planning 

Commission for Glynn County, Georgia (pop. 85,292)
• San Francisco Bay Conservation and Development Commission in 

California (multiple cities and counties impacting the Bay) 
• Planning and Zoning Commission for the City of Liberty, Missouri 

(31,779 pop)
• Planning Commission for the City of Calistoga, California (5,322 pop)
• Planning Commission, City of Hutchinson, Kansas (40,623 pop)
• Topeka Planning Commission, City of Topeka, Kansas (125,904 pop)
• Planning Commission, City of Lindon, Utah (10,970 pop)
• City Council, City of Stayton, Oregon (8,245).



Findings So Far
• It is what it is.
• Using art.  .  . “I think it helped you!”
• What happened behind the scenes?
• What’s the thought process?
• It depends.
• Hearing from the public.
• There are benefits to just asking.



My own thinking - -



Site Planning and 
Community 

Design for Great 
Neighborhoods 
by Frederick D. 

Jarvis





My own thinking - -





A Mobile Staff Report
• Let’s take a look -



Game Board Staff Report



Collage Staff Report



Collage Staff Report

So that was how 
my thinking was 
influenced by this 
process – how 
about Topeka?



Topeka, Kansas

• Our Staff Report Evolution
• “Legal” - facts and analysis mixed (read)
• “Decision Maker” - facts and analysis 

separate (read better)
• “Influencer” – add video (read, see, hear)

• Left Brain/Right Brain Together

• Asynchronous meetings
• People Speaks
• Story Maps (ESRI)

• Who is this for?
• PC – engaged citizenry
• Citizens – modern times/reflect 

demographics
• Staff – tell a story



Findings So Far
• It is what it is.
• Using art.  .  . “I think it helped you!”
• What happened behind the scenes?
• What’s the thought process?
• It depends.
• Hearing from the public.
• There are benefits to just asking.



Thank you!
Spencer Museum of Art’s Integrated Arts Research 

Initiative (IARI) funded by the Andrew W. Mellon 
Foundation, Research Assistants Savannah 

Wakefield and Mary Morrison & all those Planning 
Commissioners and Planners

Bonnie J. Johnson, FAICP 
bojojohn@ku.edu
Bill Fiander, AICP
bfiander@topeka.org
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