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Executive Summary 
Scenario Planning Guidelines

Oregon communities have a long history of planning to make and 
keep our communities great places to live. Scenario planning is a 
new opportunity to build on and refine existing plans and better 
prepare for the future. Scenario Planning offers local communities 
powerful new analytical tools to estimate how well communities 
will do in meeting important local needs given different 
assumptions about the future. It also provides a way to evaluate 
how well communities are prepared to deal with new issues and 
changing circumstances such as rising energy costs and changing 
demographics. 

The Scenario Planning Guidelines present recommendations 
about how metropolitan areas can use new tools to conduct 
scenario planning. The guidelines are set forth in six steps, 
recognizing that scenario planning is voluntary. Communities 
are faced with a number of important decisions as they consider 
scenario planning – including the decision about whether to or not 
to move forward with scenario planning.
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What are the Benefits  
of Scenario Planning?
The reasons to embark on scenario planning are 
plentiful; however the primary benefit is to uncover 
better information about future conditions to help 
communities make decisions. This is done using 
powerful new tools to estimate likely effects of 
growth and development patterns over the next 20-25 
years. Information from these tools can help local 
governments evaluate how well existing plans will do 
in meeting a community’s needs and the likely results 
from implementing these plans. Scenario planning 
will help identify issues or needs and explore options 
for refining plans to ensure the community and 
citizens are better off in the future.

The world is changing rapidly in a number of 
respects, such as climate, technology, economy. These 
are forces that will greatly affect communities in the 
future and to which little attention has been paid in 
most areas. We have a substantial challenge ahead 
of us and community action will play an important 
part. Scenario planning gives communities a way to 
assess where the path they’re following leads, how 
it intersects with emerging trends, and changes they 
may consider to cope with and perhaps benefit from 
those changes. 

What Will Scenario 
Planning Accomplish?
While the applications of land use and transportation 
scenario planning are plentiful, he specific use 
envisioned by SB 1059 is to measure greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emission reductions from light vehicle 
travel. These calculations are a key output from the 
scenario planning process. In addition to measuring 
GHG reductions, the topics that are most important to 
each community can be addressed—such as regional 
economic development strategies, regional fiscal 
impacts, and resource use. 

Scenario planning is helpful at both regional and 
local levels, enabling communities in metropolitan 
areas to work together to consider how regional 
needs and issues affect individual communities. A 
discussion among all local jurisdictions about their 
goals and visions provides everyone in the region a 
comprehensive look to see where there are matching 
or conflicting goals and visions. Scenario planning 
helps local decision-makers and the public understand 
local and regional impacts of different choices, 
providing an opportunity for regional dialogue on 
issues of mutual interest, to better coordinate local 
planning decisions. 

Additional important accomplishments include 
producing goals and objectives for plans and actions 
that will help the community to reduce GHG 
emissions and cope with coming changes.

The greatest benefit scenario planning offers is 
more informed decision making. 
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What are the Tools? 
While scenario planning may be a familiar concept to local jurisdictions, 
there are some new tools available to enhance the potential results and 
the speed of evaluation. Recommended scenario planning tools include 
the state’s newly developed transportation GHG model, Metropolitan 
GreenSTEP, and sketch planning tool(s). 

Metropolitan GreenSTEP allows planners and decision makers to analyze 
the effects of a large number of factors on transportation GHG emissions 
(e.g. land use, transportation system, pricing, technology). Metropolitan 
GreenSTEP functions at a high level geography for setting community 
goals and objectives, providing a high-level regional view of likely 
effects of different policies or programs. Metropolitan GreenSTEP has 
the ability to quickly test hundreds of high-level policy scenarios, such as 
implementing tollways or car pool marketing. It predicts GHG emissions 
as a result of these different policy levers based on individual habits. It 
can also be coupled with a sketch planning tool to estimate transportation 
GHG emissions from more detailed land use scenarios. 

Sketch planning tools use detailed information about different types 
of land uses in a community – both existing and planned – to estimate 
outcomes of different land use and transportation policies. It paints a 
detailed picture of land use patterns and transportation systems - using 
“building blocks” that represent the different types of land in the 
community. Detailed information about each “building block” enables 
planners to estimate a range of outcomes based on different land use and 
transportation scenarios. Better informed by the rapid testing the tools 
provide, staff can move programs forward, enacting change based on 
what was tested. 

Why the Guidelines? 
The Guidelines were developed as a resource to help Oregon metropolitan 
organizations and local governments conduct metropolitan land use and 
transportation scenario planning. Scenario Planning may seem unfamiliar 
and daunting. The Guidelines are intended to present the scenario 
planning process in a way that feels approachable, exciting and useful. 
Metropolitan areas are encouraged to use the handbook as guidance to 
design a scenario planning process that best addresses local conditions 
and builds on other concurrent or recent planning efforts. 
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Metropolitan GHG Reduction Targets
Metropolitan scenario planning is part of a statewide effort to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions from the transportation sector.  In 2007, Oregon, 
like many other states, adopted goals to reduce GHG emissions.  Oregon’s 
goal is to reduce all GHG emissions to 75% below 1990 levels. In 2011, 
LCDC adopted GHG reduction targets to help guide metropolitan areas 
as they conduct scenario planning. The targets were set based on the 
assessment of what could be accomplished at the metropolitan level and 
what needed to be accomplished, given what is now known. The targets call 
for a 17-20% reduction – representing the amount of reduction that each 
metropolitan area needs to achieve by 2035 for the state to be on track to 
meet its 2050 goal.   

Metropolitan Scenario Planning in Oregon 
HB 2001 requires Metro and the Portland metropolitan area local 
governments to develop and select a preferred land use and transportation 
scenario that achieves the GHG emissions reduction targets. Eugene-
Springfield metropolitan area is directed to conduct scenario planning and 
develop two or more alternative land use and transportation scenarios that 
achieve the targets. While SB 1059 directed LCDC to set GHG reduction 
targets for all of the state’s metropolitan areas, scenario planning for 
metropolitan areas other than Portland Metro and Eugene-Springfield, 
although encouraged, is not required.

Metro’s Scenario Planning Process

The practice of linking community 
goals to measurable evaluation criteria 
is expanding as modern technology 
introduces new data and tools for 
analysis. One example can be seen in 
Metro’s Climate Smart Communities 
scenario planning process. Metro’s 
honeycomb graphic illustrates the six 
desired regional outcomes which serve 
as guiding principles for its Climate 
Smart Communities project and its 
ongoing making a great place work. 
Metro’s scenario planning process 
identified evaluation criteria that could 
assess scenario performance on all of 
the region’s six desired outcomes.1

1	 Metro’s Climate Smart Communities,  
www.oregonmetro.gov/index.cfm/go/by.web/id/36945

Vibrant 
communities

Making a  
great place

Regional 
climate change 

leadership

Transportation 
choices

Clean air  
and water

Equity

Economic 
prosperity

Figure 1: Metropolitan Area Light Vehicle GHG per Capita Reduction Targets for 2035 – 
Based on Percent Reductions from 2005 Levels

 Source: Metro
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The Scenario Planning Process Steps:
A Step-by-Step Framework Recommended 
for Conducting Scenario Planning
The Guidelines are presented in the form of six recommended steps. Each 
step corresponds with an important element in the scenario planning process. 
Although a scenario planning process will not always be linear, using the seven 
basic steps as a guide will help create a successful process.

   

Create a 
Framework for 
Your Scenario 

Planning Process

Select Evaluation 
Criteria

Set Up for Scenario 
Planning:  

Evaluation Tools, 
Data and  

Building Blocks

Develop  
and Evaluate Base 

Year Conditions and  
a Reference Case

Develop and 
Evaluate Alternative 

Scenarios

Select the 
Preferred Scenario

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4 Step 5 Step 6 

Step 1: Create a Framework for Your Scenario 
Planning Process
A good scenario planning process requires a solid foundation and this step 
sets the stage for the entire process. Explore and evaluate potential issues that 
the community wants to explore. Decide on the geographic planning area and 
who should be involved in the process. Also consider who will lead and garner 
support and momentum in the process. Reach agreement on how scenario 
planning fits with other planning efforts in the community and region. 
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3. Metropolitan GreenSTEP

Test a select number of alternative 
scenarios using alternate urban design 
inputs, which can be variations of the 
initial generalized data or come from the 
detailed outputs of the sketch planning 
tool, converted for use in GreenSTEP. 

Step 3: Set up for Scenario Planning:  
Evaluation Tools, Data and Building Blocks
Step 3 involves collecting data and developing 
building blocks to help run the tools. Compile 
data from existing plans and depending on 
local conditions and tools used, this may also 
involve some new data collection Apply the two 
new evaluation tools, sketch planning tools and 
metropolitan GreenSTEP. Metropolitan GreenSTEP 
is now available from the state and uses existing 

information. It provides a high-level analysis of 
different policy options  for the entire region. 
There are various sketch planning tools available. 
Envision Tomorrow, which Metro is using, involves 
developing “building blocks” to represent the range 
of land use types in the community – or that are 
called for in existing plans. 

Example evaluation criteria: 
•	 Reduction of GHG emissions 
•	 Public health
•	 Stronger local economy
•	 Average household fuel 

expenditures
•	 Access to transit
•	 Access to bicycle and 

pedestrian paths and trail
•	 Preservation of natural areas

Step 2: Select Evaluation Criteria
This step involves making decisions about outcomes the metropolitan 
area wants to measure to objectively compare a range of possible 
futures. Generally, evaluation criteria should reflect adopted community 
goals – including those in existing plans. Evaluation criteria may also 
address new or emerging community goals or issues:  such as public 
health, household transportation costs,or energy consumption. Use the 
evaluation criteria to communicate the benefits, impacts and tradeoffs of 
different policy choices and investments within each alternative scenario.

2. Sketch Planning Tool

Use a sketch planning tool to develop 
more detailed urban design (land use 
and transportation) scenarios and 
concepts, thus improving the urban 
design inputs that go into Metropolitan 
GreenSTEP.

Figure 2: Using Metropoltian GreenSTEP with the Sketch Planning Tool

1. Metropolitan GreenSTEP

Initial testing of a range of policies for  
impacts on transportation GHG 
emissions and other transportation related 
evaluation measures.

Generalized data includes:
•	 Urban design characteristics
•	 Roadway characteristics
•	 Marketing characteristics
•	 Possibly fleet and pricing
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Building Blocks
Sketch planning tools rely on building blocks as 
the basis for scenario development. They describe 
the different types of land uses that exist within the 
metropolitan area or are planned for the future. Each 
building block is comprised of a mix of different 
types of buildings along with assumptions about 
characteristics such as the amount of land devoted 
to streets, parks, and civic areas. The building 
blocks represent the places people are familiar with, 
such as main streets, town centers, and residential 
neighborhoods. Comprehensive plan land use  
categories will inform the building blocks. 

Once the building blocks are constructed they are 
painted onto the metropolitan area’s base map using 
the sketch planning tool. Each building block carries 
values that describe the land use and transportation 
characteristics of the places they represent.

Metro Building Blocks
Metro developed 16 building 
blocks that represent different 
development types in their region. 

•	 Central Business District
•	 Central Residential District
•	 Office District
•	 Urban Residential District
•	 Regional Commercial District
•	 Commercial Node
•	 Neighborhood Node
•	 Historic downtown
•	 Urban Transit Corridor
•	 Regional Corridor
•	 Main Street
•	 Urban Neighborhood
•	 Transitional Neighborhood
•	 Suburban Neighborhood
•	 Heavy Industrial
•	 Light Industrial

Mix those buildings in a spreadsheet 
to create building blocks

Use prototype building spreadsheets to:

Create a range of buildings1 2

3

Step 3 continued…
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Step 4: Develop and Evaluate Base Year 
Conditions and a Reference Case
The best feedback the public, stakeholders, and decision makers 
can receive to help make decisions about the future is to understand 
where they are today and where they are headed in the future. This 
step involves using the new tools to document existing conditions 
and estimate the likely outcomes from existing plans. The results of 
this analysis can help the community identify needs and issues that 
might be explored further through alternative scenarios and decide 
whether to go on to next step. 

Scenario  Indicators
Land Use
The amount of land the region 
develops over the next few decades is 
directly related to the future height of 
buildings, the size of backyards and the 
amount of single-family vs. multi-family 
housing.  Creating future housing with 
smaller yards and in taller buildings 
will allow the region to preserve more 
farm and forest land and open space, 
but will mean that new residents will 
not have as much opportunity to find a 
new home in the country.

Many participants in the Grand 
Vision have expressed a need for 
more affordable housing options for 
young people, working families, and 
the elderly.  One of the most effective 
ways to increase affordable housing 
is to allow for more apartments, 
condominiums and townhouses.

Transportation
How we live, work and travel via car, 
bike, bus or on foot has a dramatic 
effect on our daily lives, what our 
cities and towns look like and the 
health of our environment.   Spreading 
development around the region in 
subdivisions and small acreages will 
ensure that more people can live on 
a quiet street, but will also mean that 
we will drive farther to work, there will 
be more congestion in the region and 
people will use more fuel.  

Focusing the majority of future 
housing into Traverse City, Cadillac, 
and other towns, can dramatically 
decrease the distances we drive, 
what we spend on gas, and create 
more options for walking, biking and 
riding the bus.  However, living closer 
together also means that we spend a 
shorter commuting distance but more 
congestion in your neighborhood, along 
with less total paving for roads and 
parking lots.

Transportation 
Indicators
The following charts show each 
scenario’s performance relating to 
getting around the region.

172,000 tons of CO2 
(the difference between 
scenarios A and D) is equal 
to the CO2 in over 1.1 
million tanks of gasoline.

Land Use and  
Housing Indicators
The following charts show each 
scenario’s performance relating to 
land consumption, housing choices 
and walkable neighborhoods. 
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Communicating the Base 
Conditions and Scenario Results 
Evaluation of the base year and 
reference case provide a clear picture 
of how the metropolitan area is 
doing now and is expected to do in 
the future – in terms of what matters 
most to the community – housing 
affordability, jobs-to-housing balance, 
amount of open space, and GHG 
reduction, for example. 

Figure 3: Base Year Conditions and Reference Case Scenario for Tuscon, Arizona

Base Year Conditions 
Base year conditions paint 
a picture of current building 
blocks in the metropolitan area 
that can be used to calculate 
GHG emissions and other 
factors. This information 
provides the benchmark from 
which to compare the reference 
case and alternative scenarios. 

Reference Case 
A reference case reflects 
what you would expect to 
happen if existing plans are 
successfully implemented. 
Measuring the results of 
planned development patterns 
can gauge whether or not 
these plans will meet GHG 
reduction targets and other 
community goals.
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TRANSPORTATION INVESTMENTS

NEW GROWTH
Low 

Density
High 

Density
Medium 
Density

Mass Transit Road

Engage the Public
Hands-on workshops allow the public to 
design maps and help to develop the scenario 
themes to be considered.  

What Do Land Use and 
Transportation Scenarios 
Look Like?
This is the creative part of the 
process; it involves developing 
and evaluating alternative 
scenarios to better understand 
the long-term results of different 
policy decisions and assumptions. 

Figure 5: Alternative Scenarios for Tulsa, Oklahoma

1   Trends Continue 2 Build in New Communities 3 Focus on Central City

Step 5: Develop and Evaluate  
Alternative Scenarios
Step 5 captures the essence of scenario planning; engaging the 
public, stakeholders and decision makers in a discussion about 
different options for the area’s future. It involves developing 
scenarios that address issues and concerns identified in Step 4.

Scenarios involve different combinations of changes to land 
use and the transportation system. Land use options include 
accommodating expected growth in different parts of the 
metropolitan area or in different types of development, such as 
the amount of mixed use development. Transportation options 
include varying assumptions about the level of transit service, 
roadway expansion, and incentives for use of alternative 
modes.  The sketch tools and GreenSTEP are then used to 
estimate outcomes of the scenarios. 

The theme of a scenario is the basis, or focus, of its design.  
The selection of a theme is essentially the selection of an 
action or policy to test in the scenarios. Engage the public in 
developing ideas for scenario themes. 
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Step 6: Select a Preferred Scenario
Comparing the evaluations of the alternative 
scenarios helps the public and stakeholders 
select a preferred scenario. This step will draw 
a great amount of public participation in the 
scenario planning process. In this phase of 
public engagement, the community will have an 
opportunity to review the results of evaluation of 
the alternative scenarios, give their feedback and 
preferences, and identify policies or actions they feel 
are popular and effective in achieving community 
goals. This public input will be used, along with the 
results of the alternative scenario evaluations, to 
refine alternatives and inform the development of a 
preferred scenario.

Using a Vision Map and Document
The preferred scenario captures the 
vision of the community which can be 
communicated in a vision document 
and vision map. The illustrative vision 
document captures the community goals 
expressed during the planning process, and 
describes the anticipated outcomes based 
on the selected scenario. It moves from 
the detailed analysis of the scenarios into 
general concept and descriptions of places 
and outcomes. 

Figure 7: fowardDallas! Vision Map and Document

Capturing Public Preferences 
Printed and/or online newsletters, which include 
a scenario performance “report card” along with a 
survey, is one way to capture public feedback and 
allow them to weigh in on their prefered scenario.

Figure 6: Scenario Newsletter from Grand Traverse, Michigan

1. I think the scenario that does the best job of preserving the 
region’s farmland and open space is:

2. I think the scenario that does the best job at balancing our 
needs for mobility with our desires for thriving cities and 
towns and a cleaner environment is:

3. I think the scenario that best provides jobs and affordable 
housing for working families is:

4. I think the scenario that does the best job of enhancing our 
region’s cities and villages is:

5. I think the scenario that does the best job depicting a 
future I support is:

A B C D

6.  I think transportation investments should prioritize new 
and widened roads.

7.  I think new transportation investments should include 
biking and walking facilities, even if it means some roads 
aren’t widened.

8.  I think new transportation investments should include 
enhanced transit, including in-town buses and regional bus 
service, even if it means some roads aren’t widened.

9. 	 I	think	increased	traffic	congestion	in	our	cities	and	villages	
would be okay if I could park once and walk to shops, jobs, 
schools and parks.

10.  I would consider living in a neighborhood with smaller yards 
and some multi-family buildings if it meant that I could walk 
or ride my bike to shops, jobs, schools and parks.

11. I oppose taller buildings in our cities and villages even if 
it means that we need to build on farm and forest lands.

12. I think people should be able to have a home on rural  
acreage even if it increases new public investment in roads, 
sewers and schools.

Please,	help	us	ensure	that	we’re	receiving	input	from	residents	throughout	the	
region. (No	identifying	information	will	be	released	nor	will	this	data	be	used	for	
anything other than this survey.)

We want to 
  Hear from you The Grand Vision Decision Scorecard

Now it’s your turn!  Tell us about your preferred future growth scenario here.  There are no “right” or 
“wrong” answers.  Please fill out and return the scorecard below no later than Tuesday, October 28, 2008.  

Or you may also complete this same scorecard online at: thegrandvision.org.

Strongly
Disagree Disagree Neutral Strongly	

AgreeAgree

Scenario
The graphs on the facing page provide more details 
about the trade-offs in the following questions.

Give us your opinion!
Check one box per question. 

Part 2 - 	Please	indicate	how	much	you	agree	or	disagree	with	
each of the next statements using the scale to the right:

Part 1 - Chose	the	scenario	you	prefer	for	each	question.

Mail to:
The Grand Vision
400 Boardman Ave
Traverse City, MI 49684

Here’s What To Do 
With Your Scorecard

Fill out online: 
thegrandvision.org

Drop it off: 
For	the	location	of	the	
drop-box nearest you, go to 
thegrandvision.org or call 
toll-free (866) 441-5214

My home county:

Antrim

Benzie

Grand Traverse

Kalkaska

Leelanau

Wexford

I live in a:

Rural	area

Suburban	area

City/Village (fill	in	city/village	name	below)

My age is:

Under	18

18–24

25–44

45–65

65+

I am a:

Full-time	resident

Part-time	resident
Comments:

*Assumes $4.00 per gallon gas

Tradeoffs  Scenario
Land Use
The amount of land the region 
develops over the next few decades is 
directly related to the future height of 
buildings, the size of backyards and the 
amount of single-family vs. multifamily
housing. Creating future housing with
smaller yards and taller buildings will 
allow the region to preserve more farm 
and forest land and open space, but 
will mean that new residents will not 
have	as	much	opportunity	to	find	a	new	
home in the country. 

Many participants in the Grand 
Vision have expressed a need for 
more affordable housing options for 
young people, working families, and 
the	elderly.	One	of	the	most	effective	
ways to increase affordable housing 
is to allow for more apartments, 
condominiums and townhouses.

Transportation
How	we	live,	work	and	travel	via	car,	
bike, bus or on foot has a dramatic 
effect on our daily lives, what our 
cities and towns look like and the 
health	of	our	environment.	Spreading	
development around the region in 
subdivisions and small acreages will 
ensure that more people can live on 
a	quiet	street,	but	will	also	mean	that	
we will drive farther to work, there will 
be more congestion in the region and 
people will use more fuel. 

Focusing	the	majority	of	future	housing	
into existing cities and villages can 
dramatically decrease the distances 
we drive, what we spend on gas, and 
create more options for walking, biking 
and	riding	the	bus.	However,	living	
closer together also means that we 
will spend less time commuting and 
pave fewer roads and parking lots, but 
we will experience more congestion in 
neighborhoods.

Transportation 
Indicators
The following charts show each 
scenario’s performance relating to 
getting around the region.

172,000	tons	of	CO2	
(the difference between 
scenarios	A	and	D)	is	equal	
to	the	CO2	in	over	1.1	
million tanks of gasoline.

Land Use and  
Housing Indicators
The following charts show each 
scenario’s performance relating to 
land consumption, housing choices 
and walkable neighborhoods. 
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For more detailed charts and graphs  
comparing the scenarios go to thegrandvision.org

Annual	Household	 
Gas Expenditure*
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What does this mean ? 

$2,

*Assumes $4.00 per gallon gas
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Sunrise over White Rock Lake	by	Dahlia	Woods
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Next Steps & Implementation
This part of the guidelines describes additional steps that local governments 
can take to make the preferred scenario a reality.  Appropriate actions will 
vary depending on the preferred scenario selected. The preferred alternative 
identifies a future vision and key actions that locals need to take to make it 
a reality. While the preferred scenario should identify changes to land use 
and transportation plans that are needed to realize the scenario, a preferred 
scenario is also an opportunity to: 

•	 Identify key short-term actions with immediate pay-offs.

•	 Reaffirm importance or effectiveness of existing plans or strategies.

•	 Identify policies, actions or issues that need further study.

•	 Help inform plan updates.

Conclusion
Scenario planning provides powerful new tools that provide communities 
with much improved information about what future might look like. The 
process enables the public and decision-makers to better understand likely 
outcomes of existing land use and transportation plans and to evaluate 
options that can make communities better off. Scenario planning provides 
an opportunity to build on existing plans and provides a foundation for plan 
updates and refinements. Scenario planning is often only the beginning of 
a longer endeavor of utilizing the power of regional collaboration to move 
toward success on a range of shared goals, including GHG reduction.
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