
What is a Comprehensive Plan?

Communities, like households or businesses, are limited with regard to time, energy, financial or other 
available resources.  As with all planning, the goal of comprehensive planning is simply to step back 
and take a broader look at your community; weigh your options for utilizing resources; set goals and 
priorities; and develop a plan to maximize their benefit for your community.  In short, Comprehensive 
Plans help communities identify and document a vision for what it wants to be and how to get there.

Why Does My Community Need a Comprehensive Plan?

Planning is an accepted management practice that yields a variety of benefits. With regard to 
communities, these include:

Demonstrated Leadership
Communities who choose to develop Comprehensive Plans are taking a proactive role in shaping their 
futures. The effort provides a fair and equitable development process with a view towards efficient 
and cost-effective delivery of public services. It also assures residents that their tax dollars are being 
used in the most cost-effective manner for the maintenance of existing and construction of new public 
infrastructure.

Preferential Consideration for Funding
In addition to being a roadmap for community development, Comprehensive Plans allow you to not 
only optimize your resources, but leverage them.  Many funding programs require, or at least give 
preference to, projects that are included in Comprehensive Plans, since the plans document that 
projects have been carefully considered and have broad community support. Funding agencies will 
often also give more weight to projects based on how recently the plan was completed or updated.

Protection of Property Investments & Guidance for Future Development
Comprehensive Plans help communities direct growth and development by establishing land 
use guidelines.  Such guidelines promote attractive, healthy living environments that appeal to 
future residents and employers. It also protects or enhances property investments, and in turn, the 
community’s tax base. 
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What Does the Plan Include?

According to the requirements of the Indiana Code 
(IC 36-7-4-502 Comprehensive plan; contents), 
Comprehensive Plans must include at a minimum:

1. A statement of objectives for the future 
development of the jurisdiction.

2. A statement of policy for the land use 
development of the jurisdiction.

3. A statement of policy for the development 
of public ways, public places, public lands, 
public structures, and public utilities. 

These can then be supplemented with additional 
information in the form of maps, surveys, studies, 
or other descriptive and supportive information.

What Does the Planning Process 
Involve?

Comprehensive plans typically look at nine 
elements of a community:
 

• Land Use Development
• Transportation/Thoroughfares
• Utilities
• Community Facilities 
• Open Space & Recreational
• Economic Development
• Downtown Development
• Housing 
• Environmental Resources 

The planning process then encompasses five 
components:

• Engage the Public – To ensure a 
Comprehensive Plan that truly reflects 
the values of the community, it’s essential 
to provide meaningful opportunities for 
residents and stakeholders to offer their 
opinions and views throughout the process.  
This includes informing the community 
about the process, seeking their input, 
and building buy-in for implementing the 
Comprehensive Plan.

• Analyze Current Community Physical 
Conditions – This step involves developing a 
“community profile” that inventories existing 
and projected physical conditions.  It defines 
where the community is today and what will 
happen if no changes are made.

• Set Goals & Objectives – Utilizing a 
community attitude survey and community 
workshops, planners help guide the 
community through a process to identify 
and develop a consensus for a “vision of the 
future.”  What the community should feel and 
look like?  What is worth keeping and what 
needs changed?  

• Evaluate Alternatives – This effort involves 
identifying and evaluating alternatives for 
future land use patterns with regard to 
achieving the community’s vision, as well as 
identifying any infrastructure that would be 
needed. It involves preparation of plans for 
each of the nine elements listed above. 

• Identify Action Items – Once plans for each 
community element have been developed, 
action items must be determined and 
prioritized. This step defines specific steps 
the community should take to complete 
specific activities or projects and in what 
sequence. It also assigns timelines and 
responsibility for each action.
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