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This research examines the substantive content of two urban design plans to assess the extent to which
their goals were translated into high-coverage design aspects across the tiers of the design hierarchy.
The results showed that both plans have failed to consider design and sustainability as overarching cross-
scale elements. The emerging drivers were neither explicitly emphasized nor reflected in the plans’
themes and policies. The translation of the plan goals into design themes, focus areas, and high-coverage
design aspects has involved many discrepancies due to low coverage of the related design aspects and to
the approach of the plan’s development.
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INTRODUCTION

Research Background

Urban design gives form and definition to the full spectrum of cultural, ecological, political, social,
and aesthetic forces that shape the built environment and the public realm (Mugavin, 1992; A1A, 2005).
In current practice in US cities, there is a discrepancy between what urban design should be and what it is.
The plans that are developed are often applied as a reactive intervention after functional, aesthetic, or
economic failure, and they lack adequate coverage of essential design aspects that would normally be
considered as central to the role of urban design in shaping the urban environment (Gosling and Gosling,
2003; Lang, 1994; Southworth, 1989). In UK cities also, the plans were poor in fundamental design
considerations and few plans considered a strategic role of urban design in shaping future urban forms at
the macro or district-wide level (Paterson, 2012; Punter & Carmona, 1996).

The recent wake of the global economic crisis has created a space for reflection on urban design
strategies. Downtowns and city centers in the US have undergone dramatic changes that resulted from the
rapidly changing economy, shifting demographics, and evolving community values. Those changes have
combined to generate a demand for a new kind of environment and a gradual reclamation of their roles as
economic engines and socio-cultural centers for their regions (Hu, 2013; Brown et al, 2014). City
officials, community leaders, and developers have been recently calling for bold initiatives that reflect a
sense of confidence in urban living and the role of downtowns. In response, urban designers have been
searching for new design models, methods, and tools (Hu 2013; Brown ez al/, 2009; Bullivant, 2012). The
role, scope, and dimensions of urban design practice have been widening and driven by the imperatives of
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urban design response to contemporary challenges (Carmona et al/ 2010; Oliviera & Pinho 2010; Feliciotti
et al, 2015; Banerjee & Loukaitou-Sideris, 2011).

Thus, a change in thinking is occurring as to what urban design needs to achieve (Mugavin, 1992).
Besides the strong concern of urban design with the visual and aesthetics considerations, there is a
growing concern with the emerging contemporary issues and drivers that influence design decision-
making such as equity, livability, health, walkability, and socio-cultural diversity (Punter 2007; Inam
2011; Linovski & Loukaitou-Sideris, 2013; Mugavin, 1992).

Within this refocusing, there are questions and shifting notions about what goals urban design needs
to achieve, what constitutes the plans’ content, and with what design aspects and scales of intervention
those goals could be achieved. In particular, there are questions about the plans’ guiding themes and focus
areas that are emerging from new political, social, cultural, and ecological conditions (Loukaitou-Sideris,
2012, Bullivant, 2012; Linovski & Loukaitou-Sideris, 2013; Al-Douri, 2010; Punter, 2007, Mugavin,
1992).

Thus, there is an increasing attention to the evaluation of plans’ content and quality, which provide
an empirically accurate and theoretically relevant view of planning practice (Palermo & Ponzini, 2012;
Laurian et al, 2010). Yet, very few studies have critically examined how the substantive content of urban
design plans responds to these new drivers. They were either focused on examining the impact of
computational tools’ usage on the plan content (Al-Douri, 2006, 2010, 2013) or were pursued on plans
that were developed prior to the rising of the effects of those new conditions on the urban environment
(Southworth & Southworth, 1973; Southworth, 1989; Punter & Carmona, 1994).

Research Problem

Urban design is the synthesis of the elements and aspects of urban form across scales to achieve
functional, cognitive, social, and environmental goals. It requires articulating a clear vision based on a
precise analysis of the process and drivers of recent geopolitical and social transformations that influence
design decision-making.

In current urban design practice in US cities, however, the content of plans that are developed is
limited in scope, scale, and design guidance as follows:

1. The plan goals, guiding themes, and focus areas are focused only on one or a set of design
considerations such as aesthetics, sustainability, environment, or transportation.

2. The design aspects that constitute the plan content do not reflect or match all the plan goals,
guiding themes, and focus areas.

3. The design aspects do not offer hierarchical design guidance for intervention at various scales
of the urban environment (Brown et al, 2009; Linovski & Loukaitou-Sideris, 2013).

This is due, in part, to the strong concern that planning authorities typically show for aesthetics,
townscape, and public-private partnership in their urban design practices. Urban design decisions and
policies are often made without consideration to those drivers and are being eclipsed by an emphasis on
the speed rather than the quality of decision-making (Kelbaugh, 1994; Paterson, 2012; Punter, 2007,
Inam, 2011; Linovski & Loukaitou-Sideris, 2013). This has raised serious questions about the adequacy
of those urban design and control tools (Harfield, 2010).

There is a grounded belief that evaluation in urban design and planning can contribute to better
planning practice and advance knowledge in urban design (Mugavin, 1992; Oliveira & Pinho, 2010).
However, very few studies have critically examined the substantive content of urban design plans.
Research is needed to better understand the plan content and to assess the extent to which such content
has matched the plan’s goals, guiding themes, and focus areas. This task could be pursued through an
examination of selected cases of contemporary urban design plans in US cities.

Research Objectives and Questions
The research objectives are as follows:
1. Assessment of the extent to which the plan’s guiding themes and focus areas (guiding themes
hereafter) have addressed the drivers shaping contemporary urban environments.
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2. Assessment of the extent to what the plan’s content has reflected those guiding themes,
3. Assessment of the extent to what the plan’s content has offered hierarchical design guidance.
To attain these objectives, the research has addressed the following questions:
1. What design aspects constitute the plan’s content and how do they relate to the plan’s guiding
themes?
2. What drivers should be considered in contemporary urban design practice?
3. What constitutes the hierarchical design guidance in urban design plans?

Case studies of recent urban design plans may help to gather evidence regarding the research
questions and objectives. This research used the comparative case study approach to examine the content
of two recent urban design plans, San Diego Downtown Community Plan 2006 in San Diego, CA, and
Imagine Downtown Plan 2009 in Atlanta, GA.

RESEARCH METHODS AND DATA COLLECTION

This research is a comparative case study that used quantitative and qualitative content analysis to
examine two urban design plans in US cities and address issues of internal and external validity. Content
analysis provides a widely accepted and appropriate research method for systematically assessing the
symbolic content of urban design plans within the context of the development process (Norton, 2008;
Zammit, 2015; Carmona, 2007). Although these plans may vary in terms of their physical attributes,
history, political landscape, and culture, each provides new insights and demonstrates the range of
strategies adopted to achieve its desired downtown goals (City of Portland, 2007).

This research was pursued in three phases: literature review, content analysis, and analysis of
empirical findings. Each phase is briefly discussed in the following subsections (2.1-2.3).

Literature Review

A review of the related literature has been pursued to construct a conceptual model to which the
empirical results were compared. The literature review was focused on reviewing secondary sources that
have critically examined the substantive content of urban design plans such as Punter & Carmona (1994,
1996, 1997a, 1997b), Carmona, Punter, and Chapman (2002); Turner, (1993, 1994), Southworth (1989),
and Linovski & Lokaitou-Sideris (2013). Also, it reviewed the studies that discussed the emerging drivers
of contemporary urban design practice in US cities such as Banerjee & Loukaitou-Sideris (2011),
Bullivant (2012), and Brown ez al (2009, 2014).

Content Analysis

This phase was focused on developing a content analysis evaluation protocol to measure and assess
the content and coverage of the plans. The primary concern of the development process was that the
categories are precise in meaning, unambiguous, complete, and do not overlap or duplicate one another
(Oliveira & Pinho, 2010; Norton 2008). In urban design, problems of content analysis are twofold: first,
where one design policy ends and another begins poses some definitions problems (Punter & Carmona,
1996). Second, some design aspects may not be addressed explicitly, but maybe implicitly within other
design categories or scales of design control, or addressed using alternative terms that convey the same
meaning (Punter et al, 1994; Norton, 2008; Zammit, 2014). As a result, attempts to measure quantitatively
only the number of design aspects may result in serious measurement errors.

To address those concerns, the design of the evaluation protocol has adopted three strategies for
developing suitable categories and recording instructions. First, it has followed the method-driven
approach as described by Krippendorff (2004) which involves the application of known analytical
procedures to areas previously explored by other means (Krippendorff 2004). Second, the structure and
development of the coding scheme have followed the prior research-driven approach as described by
Boyatzis (1998) which lends itself to what Strauss and Corbin (1999) called “axial coding” in clustering
categories to enhance the reliability of the collected data and the external validity of findings. Third, it
was grounded within a clear theoretical framework that was extracted and collated from related literature.
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The framework involved a broad spectrum of the functional, visual, and environmental dimensions of the
urban environment across scales and consisted of urban design aspects that are elaborated with a relevant
set of detailed design elements (Punter & Carmona, 2007; Zammit, 2014).

To build a framework of the design aspects, this research has reviewed the studies that had attempted
to list those aspects such as Urban Task Force (1999), Cowan (2002), CABE (2005), and Carmona et al
(2002). Hence, it has adopted the list of design aspects defined by Carmona ez a/ (2002), an advanced
form of the list applied by Punter and Carmona (1994, 1996, 1997a, 1997b) in prior research on design
content in the US and UK cities. Its significance stems from its comprehensive and flexible approach that
represents the plan’s constituent policies, aspects, and elements across scales (Carmona, Punter and
Chapman, 2002).

Design aspects that typically comprise the content of urban design plans consist of two groups: core
aspects and detailed, subject-specific aspects (Carmona et al, 2002; Turner, 1993). They result from
disaggregating urban design policies into individual design aspects and subsequently into their constituent
design elements. They address multiple disciplines of the urban environment and establish a solid
framework that may be used in the assessment of the plan’s content (Zammit, 2014). These aspects are
townscape, urban form, public realm, mixed-use and tenure, connections and movements, conservation
areas, and sustainable urban design (Carmona et al, 2002).

To avoid the limitations of content analysis that is pursued exclusively by computer (Krippendorft,
2004), the analysis was pursued in both qualitative and quantitative approaches with computational and
manual methods in three phases. The first phase was a quantitative, computational content analysis of the
plan documents that were obtained in the digital (. pdf) format using the NVivo (version 10) data analysis
software package. The results were imported into the Microsoft Excel worksheet that included all design
aspects and their constituent elements for an initial overview of the plan goals and guiding themes.

The second phase was a qualitative analysis of the plan documents to assess the extent to which the
plan has covered the elements of urban design. The assessment and a categorical classification of any
element were determined after reading and evaluating the plan’s context, goals, and themes. This was
critical for two reasons: first, viewing an element in isolation could imply a categorical association that
does not match the actual document context; second, the same element may fall into multiple categories
given a different context (Zammit, 2014; Krippendorft, 2004; Norton, 2008). The third phase involved
multiple readings of the plan document such that only elements that are related to the research questions
and plan goals, themes, and context were carefully examined and assessed.

As with all evaluation methodologies, the primary issues regarding the accuracy of content analysis of
urban design plans are measurement validity and assessment reliability (Norton, 2008). The clarity and
assessment reliability were insured through five measures. First, the content analysis process and tool
were well-grounded in substantive theories related to the phenomenon to be measured (Devillis, 1991).
Second, they were complemented with a well-formulated definition of the design aspects/elements
(Norton, 2008). Third, the coding scheme has followed a previously adopted model and used categories
that rely on conceptualizations that have proven successful elsewhere. This strategy could greatly enhance
reliability and has a better chance of drawing on and contributing to existing knowledge (Krippendorft,
2004). Fourth, grouping the elements into design aspects that accurately describe their meaning and uses
provided a balanced distribution and increased the content validity and structural validity of the content
analysis (Zammit, 2014; Krippendorff, 2004). Finally, the employment of fewer but exhaustive design
aspects in the analysis process helped reduce the variations between the terms, making it easier to analyze
statistically (Zammit, 2014).

Assessment of the Extent of Design Aspects Coverage

The evaluation protocol has employed the designed Pro-forma to score the frequency and intensity of
the units of analysis (recording units) which were the urban design elements that constitute each design
aspect. Rather than focusing on the elements’ frequency, assessment of the coverage of each design
element was determined based on the extent to which it was controlled with concrete design control
measures in the plan. This qualitative component of the content analysis is critical since a low-frequency
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element might still be significantly covered if the entire plan or plan section was meant to control and
shape that element (Zammit, 2014; Krippendorff, 2004). No one element deserved more weight than
another did.

The coverage of the design elements was assessed using a scale of three levels: no coverage, minor
coverage, and significant coverage. A design element was assessed with no coverage level if there was no
evidence whatsoever of its design, analysis, and coverage of the locality in the plan policies. A design
element was assessed with minimum coverage if it was addressed but tends to be largely descriptive
without clear design principles, measures or guidelines to comprehensively shape its design attributes and
tailor them to the locality. A design element was assessed with significant coverage if it was addressed
effectively through design policies, measures, and guidelines to shape its attributes in response to the
local conditions. The assessment was made after multiple readings of the plan text and drawings as
described in section 2.2.

The extent of coverage of each design aspect was assessed as high, medium, or low, according to the
percentage of its constituent elements that were covered with significant coverage. These levels and their
respective assessment criteria are illustrated in Table 1 as groups A (66% - 100%), B (33% - 65.99%),
and C (0% - 32.99%), respectively (See Table 1). The extent of design aspects’ coverage was assessed in
its consistency with the plan guiding themes and goals, the conceptual model, and findings of recent
studies.

TABLE 1
MAXIMUM AND MINIMUM LIMITS OF THE VARIOUS COVERAGE
LEVELS OF DESIGN ASPECTS

Criteria: Percentage of
elements addressed with

Group | Definition of overall coverage L
significant coverage

Minimum Maximum
A Design aspects addressed with high coverage 66 100
B Design aspects addressed with medium coverage 33 65.99
C Design aspects addressed with low coverage 0 32.99

THE CONTENT OF URBAN DESIGN PLANS: ITS CONSTITUENTS AND DRIVERS

The Existing and Emerging Drivers Influencing the Plan Content

In the later decades of the 20™ century, the principles of urban design consensus that emerged since
the 1950s in Europe and North America had to be adapted to an increasingly complex urban agenda. This
agenda includes new emerging large-scale forces, concerns, and trends such as urban sustainability,
innovations in communications and IT, and the erosion of the public realm among others (Kelbaugh,
1994; Paterson, 2012; Lloyd-Jones, 2006, Feliciotti et al, 2015).

Much contemporary urban design practice, however, overlooks or actively marginalizes the provision
for social needs in favor of a commitment to formal outcomes, physical attributes, and architectonics that
is driven by increasingly esoteric design and decision-making means (Harfield, 2010; Kelbaugh, 1994).
Experts have pointed to the disastrous consequences of such narrowly focused urban design thinking
which fails to consider the full complement of forces that shape people’s lives namely, environment,
traffic, transit, public health, public realm, culture and education, security, and technology (Bullivant,
2012; Brown et al, 2009, Harfield, 2010).

Southworth (1989) reviewed 70 urban design plans for 40 US towns and cities prepared between
1972 and 1989 and compared them to the first generation plans in 1960-72. Those plans revealed some
common themes, including more concerns for user needs, more focus on managing the quality and
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character of large areas through policies, standards, and design review, and more emphasis on the assets
of the environment (Southworth, 1989; Hu, 2013).

A recent study by Linovski & Loukaitou-Sideris (2013) provided a critical evaluation of the vision,
methods, and content of urban design plans in 21 large North American cities (population over 500,000)
and a comparison with earlier generations of plans that were examined in Southworth’s studies. The
results revealed that recent plans showed a greater interest in transit solutions, sustainability, green
design, environmental concerns, and mixed-use but less concern about diversity, equity, and economic
development. The plans were primarily dominated by aesthetic concerns and guidelines concerned with
the urban form of the city, its buildings, and its public realm, but they made little or no reference to the
socio-cultural goals and economic development impacts of urban design actions and failed to respond to
diverse and often conflicting needs of different social groups. Despite the considerable developments in
computer-based technologies as analytical tools, few of the plans that have been examined offered
innovative ways for studying and interpreting the environment (Lehmann, 2006, Linovski & Loukaitou-
Sideris, 2013, Hu, 2013).

There is a growing interest in a multi-disciplinary, holistic approach to urban design and a widening
role and scope of urban design practice. Those changes have been driven by the imperatives of an urban
design response to the contemporary drivers that led to the emergence of new approaches, concepts,
methods and tools of urban design such as, urban agriculture, urban resilience, new public realm, smart
growth, smart eco-cities, green infrastructure, and walkable neighborhoods (Brown et al, 2009, 2014,
Bullivant, 2012; Lloyd-jones, 2006; Moor & Rowland (Eds.), 2006; Lim & Liu, 2009, Rachel, 2011,
Carmona, 2014; Carmona et al, 2010; Loukaitou-Sideris, 2012; Punter, 2007, 2010; Linovski &
Loukaitou-Sideris, 2013; Banerjee & Loukaitou-Sideris, 2011 (Eds.); Oliviera & Pinho, 2010; and Hu,
2013). Other drivers are being emphasized in the future downtown urban design such as elder-friendly
communities and walkable downtown neighborhoods (Loukaitou-Sideris & Banerjee, 2011) and the three
intertwined public goods drivers: environmental health, vital public realm, and support for the
development of creative milieus (Childs, 2010).

As such, contemporary plans should embody principles that integrate economic, physical, social,
collaborative, environmental, circulatory, interactive, and safety dimensions of the identity of the place
(Bullivant, 2012; Inam, 2011).

The Influence of the Plan’s Approach to Design Guidance and Control on Its Content

There is a variety of substantive and procedural factors that could, directly and indirectly, affect the
plan content such as the plan’s scale, type, methodology, context, analytical and prescriptive content, and
effectiveness of computational tools’ usage (Al-Douri, 2010, 2013). Among those factors, the plan’s goal,
guiding themes, focus areas, and approach to design guidance and control are the most important factors
(Turner, 1993, 1994; Paterson, 2012; Punter and Carmona, 1996).

A review of the literature reveals three distinct approaches to design guidance and control that may
influence the plan content. The first approach is primarily focused on shaping the urban form with
emphasis on a few key design aspects that are central to the role of urban design particularly, aesthetic,
functional, and environmental aspects. Some studies that followed this approach, such as By Design:
Urban Design in the Planning System and Urban Task force’s Towards an Urban Renaissance suggested
that the plan content should address specific built form qualities at a range of scales, within a specific
spatial territory, typically with a focus on either the physical urban fabric and professional design
(Marshall, 2015) and/or the form and character of the public realm (Biddulph, 2012; Urban Task Force,
1999; Llewelyn-Davis & Alan Baxter & Associates, 2002; Cowan, 2002). Similarly, ecology-focused
studies have considered the urban form and its relation to sustainability as a fundamental overarching
theme across design and planning scales (Lehmann, 2006, Oliveira & Pinho, 2010).

The second approach promotes a broader sense of urban design practice that goes well beyond
elevations, aesthetics, and architectural control. Instead, it focuses on urban-wide issues particularly urban
form, public realm, urban infrastructure, landscape, and on harnessing their qualities such as scale,
density, layout, grain, mobility, and access. Rather than stifling experiment, originality, and innovation, it
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avoids over-prescriptive control and attempts instead to accommodate organic spontaneity, vitality,
innovation, and pluralism (Carmona, Punter, & Chapman, 2002; Punter & Carmona, 1994, 1997a, 1997b,
1996; Punter 2007; Jaskiewicz, 2013; Turner, 1993, 1994).

The third approach is based on the premise that good quality urban design practice needs to operate at
a range of scales simultaneously. It crafts strategic visions for intervention and guidance at the larger
metropolitan and regional terrains (Bullivant, 2012; Loukaitiu-Sideris, 2012; Rowley 1994) and
subsequently develops a series of alternative options for accomplishing the visions (Brown et al, 2009,
Paterson, 2012). Hence, the plan content emerges at the strategic, citywide visioning level, is rooted at the
district level, and responds to the particularities of place and local distinctiveness (Chen, 2016; Palerom &
Ponzinin, 2012; Kelbaugh, 1994). This would result in a richer content that consists of a combination of
several design elements across scales including local three-dimensional design aspects, architectural
design, and quality of open areas.

Regardless of their approach, urban design plans and implementation should be predicated on an
understanding of the consequences of their constituent policies for the society (Harfield, 2010). The
narrow concentration of the first two approaches on policy/strategic and physical design issues
respectively may be at the expense of profound analysis and understanding of the area’s characteristics
that may result in neglecting key social, economic, environmental, and local design issues (Harfield,
2010). Thus, this research has followed the third approach to develop the conceptual model.

The Content of Urban Design Plans: A Conceptual Model

The conceptual model has defined and related three sets of substantive and procedural elements of
urban design plans: guiding themes and focus areas, design aspects, and tiers of design guidance (See
Figure 1). In doing so, the model has largely adopted and synthesized the theoretical propositions
suggested by Brown et al (2009, 2014), Carmona, Punter & Chapman (2002), Turner (1993, 1994);
Rowley (1994); and Punter (2007) regarding the strategies, aspects, and elements that are required to
implement the guiding themes of urban design plans in downtowns and city centers. It has reviewed a
variety of studies on hierarchical design guidance in Australia (Mugavin, 1992), Italy (Palermo &
Ponzini, 2012), and China (Chen, 2016).

The conceptual model implies that urban design implementation is built into three core strategies:
policies that translate political, social, and environmental values into concrete goals;, planning that
provides a broad framework for achieving these goals; and place-making that translates these frameworks
into the physical environment (Brown et al, 2014). The model, as a result, implies that three-tier
hierarchical design guidance would comprehensively address design control across various scales.

An extensive review of downtowns and city centers plans that were recipients of the National AIA
award in the Urban and Regional Design category showed that they typically include the following key
goals:
building a sense of community through creating an inviting public realm,
advancing environmental sustainability through smart growth,
expanding individual choices through programming and planning,
enhancing personal health through promoting walkability, and
placemaking through strengthening the sense of district identity (Brown ez al, 2009, 2014).

To 1mplement these goals, the plan development should be based on five core principles: enhance
livability, create community, expand opportunities, promote equality, and foster sustainability. The
conceptual model has connected those principles in a cause and effect relation such that the first two
principles would lead to the third and fourth ones. Consequently, the four principles would lead to the
fifth principle, i.e. fostering sustainability (Brown et al, 2014). This causal relation has emphasized the
role of sustainability as an overarching design principle that blends into all other principles.

The conceptual model has also connected the design aspects to the strategic, intermediate, and
detailed tiers of design guidance hierarchy that sets out a coherent, comprehensive, and coordinated vision
of environmental design. The first tier consists of core design aspects that deliver the area’s spatial
strategy and vision and translate political, social, environmental values into concrete goals. It is the
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cornerstone of urban design plans because it helps build a strategic, area/city-wide vision, which provides
the foundation on which local, detailed design plans are developed. The second tier consists of aspects
that provide design guidance and area-based strategies at an intermediate scale. Those aspects provide a
broad framework that articulates a clear physical vision, infuses a strong emphasis on design in the urban
environment, and provide a basis for community engagement. The third tier provides detailed, subject-
specific design and development guidance that encourages the use of placemaking principles,
architectural skills and design criteria for conservation areas and areas of strong identity and architectural
character (Chen, 2016; Palermo and Ponzini, 2012; Brown et al, 2009, 2014; Punter, 2007; Carmona,
Punter, and Chapman, 2002; Punter and Carmona, 1996).

FIGURE 1
A CONCEPTUAL MODEL RELATING THE DESIGN ASPECTS, GUIDING THEMES AND
FOCUS AREAS, AND TIERS OF DESIGN GUIDANCE IN URBAN DESIGN PLANS
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TWO CASE STUDIES OF URBAN DESIGN PLANS

San Diego Downtown Community Plan (SDDCP)
The Plan’s Background, Goals, and Guiding Themes

San Diego Downtown covers about 1,450 acres and has a population of approximately 20,800 with
an additional 5350 residents in group quarters. Following significant redevelopment efforts that attracted
a wide range of activities, the Downtown has experienced a renaissance from a state of blight and decline
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in the mid-1970s, which brought new life to older neighborhoods and tourist destinations and led to
booming residential growth.

With growth came new challenges such as re-establishing the area’s prominence as the center for
business and employment, providing amenities and an environment supportive of dense residential
populations, maintaining the uniqueness and cultural attributes of the evolving neighborhoods, and
conserving historical assets and distinctive attributes (Brown et al, 2014; CCDC, 2006, p. 1-9;
Cullingworth & Caves 2009).

The SDDCP has articulated a vision for the downtown as a center of influence on the Pacific Rim
and as the center of regional, economic, residential, and cultural activity with 90,000 residents and
nearly 165, 000 jobs and 170,000 employees by 2030 (CCDC, 2006, p. 1-1). The Plan was developed as a
tool to establish a policy framework that will shape further development in the pursuit of that vision. It
builds on San Diego’s “City of Villages” strategy, which calls for curtailing regional sprawl and increased
infill development. It serves the following purposes:

1. Establishes land use vision and development policies for downtown,

2. Provides strategies and specific implementing actions that will allow the vision to be
accomplished,

3. Allows all public and private development agencies to design projects that will enhance the
character of the community, and

4. Provides the basis for detailed plans and implementing programs.

The Plan’s eight guiding principles are centered on three main themes: Physical development,
Transportation and public facilities, and Community development which combine to create the
overarching goal that the plan strives to achieve. Those principles include downtowns’ urban image,
waterfront setting, physical and symbolic role, and constituent neighborhood connections. Thus, SDDCP
was a representative sample of current urban design plans that attempt to re-establish the Downtown’s
prominence as the center of regional, economic, residential, and cultural activity

FIGURE 2
SAN DIEGO DOWNTOWN COMMUNITY PLAN AND RELATED
DOCUMENTS (SDDCP, P. 2-8)

Community Plan and Related Documents

The Development Process and Implementation Tools

The Plan was based on research and analysis of the existing conditions and trends, the changing
regional and local conditions, and new citywide growth management policies. It was the product of two-
year collaboration with the downtown community members and stakeholders structured around issues’
identification, vision and goal setting, and alternative analysis and synthesis. The 35-member steering
committee which formulated the planning and design principles was central to the process (CCDC, 2006,
p. 2-4).

The Plan is one component of a hierarchical system of plans and development regulations that
range from the expression of vision to adopted policy and enforceable building codes and standards
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(See Figure 2). The plan will be implemented through a variety of mechanisms such as zoning
regulations, Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) programs for parks and historical resources, capital
improvements for specific streetscapes and parks, and neighborhood design guidelines (See Figure 3)
(CDCC 2006, p. 14-2).

FIGURE 3
SOME CONSTITUENTS OF SAN DIEGO DOWNTOWN COMMUNITY PLAN (SDDCP)

3. d. Land-use and Opportunity Sites 3. e. Parks and Open Spaces

3. f. Arts and Culture Locations

Imagine Downtown, Atlanta, GA (IDA)
The Plan’s Background, Goals, and Guiding Themes

Downtown Atlanta has seen rapid growth since the 1996 Centennial Olympic Games and over $3
Billion worth of new investments and development from 2004 through 2009. It added residents and
wealth faster than the city as a whole and the surrounding region (Brown ez al, 2014). Over 33,000 people
live within this densely populated four-square-mile area, which represents a 54% population increase
since 1990 and a 40% increase since 2004. Additionally, almost four million people visit the area
annually for conventions, trade shows, and tourist attractions (CAP, 2009, pp. 1-3). Downtown Atlanta,
being the region’s most dense concentration of employment, thus serves as the physical and economic
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center for the metropolitan region. It is a symbolic, economic, cultural, and recreational extension of each
community in north Georgia.

In the years preceding the original Imagine Downtown plan 2004, several key efforts established
area-specific or topic-specific visions that were focused on mixed-use, walkability, and diversity and have
generated momentum for new residential, commercial, institutional, and government activities in the
center city (Brown et al, 2014). The City, however, has struggled with issues associated with worsening
congestion and commuting times, unsustainable real estate economics, higher costs of providing basic
services, and tougher competition from other US cities for economic growth. Waldheim (2013) thus
described Atlanta as “one that does not have the classical symptoms of the city, it is a landscape of forests
and roads”, and suggested instead a significant role for landscape urbanism as a lens that could offer
strategies of urban design to the rather fragmented, low-density city (Waldheim, 2013 p.539).

The city sought to develop a vision plan that seeks to affirm and refine recent master plans for
Downtown Atlanta with a more detailed and strategic focus to guide future public and private investment
in the community. The City’s ultimate goal was vision building and the development of a highly
sustainable framework for the growth and development of a vibrant and attractive Downtown (CAP,
2009, p. 1). The plan was meant to complement the other citywide and downtown master plans with a
more detailed and strategic focus that would guide the Downtown’s future growth.

The Development Process and Implementation Principles

The development process was centered on three primary topic areas: Growth and Development,
Mobility, Livability, and Attractions (CAP 2009, p. 12). It included workshops for five focus areas:
growth, mobility, open space, vision, and districts. Those areas have translated into five constituent plans
that identified the future development framework; neighborhoods, districts, and emerging priority
projects; public space opportunities; and transportation network and improvements to support their
implementation and to promote the Downtown’s sustainable growth and development (See Figure 4)
(CAP, 2009).

The original plan was developed directly from information gathered through an online survey with
multimedia imagery, focus area workshops, core team meetings, and stakeholder interviews. The plan’s
update of 2009 has garnered support and input through the use of three distinct outreach mechanisms:
stakeholder interviews, core team dialogue, and public forum (CAP, 2009). To attain its goal, the plan
faced a challenge of integrating a variety of dynamic urban systems across scales and interconnecting
research results from diverse stakeholders’ groups into resilient urban forms that would provide a high
quality of life.

The implementation program was based on strategic planning principles that were shaped by the
community during the core team meetings, stakeholder interviews, and public forum. Those principles
have emphasized the creation of high-quality sustainable development and regulation of private
development using zoning and development incentives.
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FIGURE 4
THE CONSTITUENT PLANS OF IMAGINE DOWNTOWN ATLANTA 2009 (IDA 2009)

4. c. The Illustrative Plan is a convergence of three plans: 4. d. Neighborhoods and districts

Development Framework, Public Spaces, and
Transportation Plans, incorporating goals established in the
Imagine Downtown process
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ANALYSIS AND JUSTIFICATION OF EMPIRICAL FINDINGS

This section discussed two analytical tasks. In the first, the content analysis results were contrasted
with the conceptual model and the findings of recent studies. The second task involved the comparison of
the content of both plans and comparing the results to the content of CCAP, an award recipient plan. The
results of these tasks have helped to address the research questions and achieving its objectives.

Assessment of the Relation of Design Aspects’ Coverage to Plan Guiding Themes & Goals

The design aspects were ranked in descending order according to their extent of significant coverage
(See Table 2, Figure 6). The coverage of the highest four design aspects [1-4] in both plans appeared to be
linked to the guiding themes (See Figure 5, 7). The urban wide, 3D visual and aesthetic elements
comprising the [Townscape] aspect such as visual experience, views and vistas, skyline protection,
identity, and visual connections of districts were well represented in the content of SDDCP, but not as
much in IDA [rows 1.1-1.8]. Conversely, the connection of the developments, public facilities, and the
capital web to their wider urban and natural context were well represented through IDA’s vision of
Atlanta [rows 1.9-1.10]. The zoning and regulations concerned with the qualitative and quantitative
attributes of the [Urban Form] aspect were emphasized in the content of SDDCP but not as much in IDA
[rows 2.1-2.9].

Conversely, the coverage of the lowest four aspects [6-9] in both plans has not reflected their related
themes and goals. In SDDCP, the results were mixed; the building regulations and design guidelines
elements that address broad design matters comprising the [Development control and architectural
character] were well represented [rows 8.1-8.2]. In contrast, the low coverage of the aspects comprising
local 3D attributes of the urban environment and detailed design guidance tier did not match the plan goal
of controlling public and private development to enhance the character and establish a basis for detailed
plans [rows 8.4-8.7; and 9.1-9.7]. Similarly, the low coverage of the elements comprising [Conservation
areas and listed buildings], [Public realm] and [Landscape architecture] did not reflect the plan themes
namely, Physical Development, Transportation & Public Facilities, and Community Development, Arts &
Culture, and historic preservation (See Figures 6, 7).

The high percentage of minor coverage level of some aspects, particularly [Conservation areas and
listed buildings] is due in part, to the plan’s approach in which broader, large-scale design aspects are
emphasized, local aspects such as architectural character and landscape architecture are deemphasized,
and over-prescriptive control is avoided. These results are consistent with the findings of recent studies
regarding current plans’ emphasis on accessibility, legibility, vitality, and broader design aspects rather
than local aspects, but inconsistent with their emphasis on the public realm.

This mismatch between the design aspects coverage and their related guiding themes implies that the
plan’s content is inconsistent with the conceptual model in two essential areas. The first is the
development of area-wide spatial strategy and public realm to respond to the increasing cultural diversity;,
the second is the notion of design as an overarching element across scales.

In IDA, the low coverage of the design aspects comprising the intermediate design guidance tier is
inconsistent with the conceptual model. Although this discrepancy may have resulted from the plan’s
scope and goal of creating an area-wide vision that fosters growth and development, it is of crucial
importance to integrate the spatial and structural vision with the implementation tools, development
projects, and specific regulations and procedures (Palermo & Ponzini, 2012). The medium coverage of
the [Urban Form] as a result, is less likely to effectively meet the plan’s goals of achieving smart growth
and sustainable urban development [See rows 2.4-2.9, 2.12, 2.15, and Figure 8, 9]. These results are
consistent with the findings of recent studies regarding current plans’ emphasis on townscape, urban
form, and accessibility, but inconsistent with their emphasis on the public realm and sustainability.

Both plans as such were internally inconsistent in translating their guiding themes into high or
medium coverage design aspects (See Figures 6 and 8). For instance, Sustainability is the ultimate goal of
IDA, the key to Atlanta’s vision building and strategic citywide growth and development strategy and, an
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overarching design aspect of SDDCP that is strongly connected to the urban form. However , the low
coverage of [sustainable design ]and the little to none representation or reference for sustainable urban
design through their content may not achieve those goals. Its policies in SDDCP were primarily cursory, and
lacking any concrete urban design measures or guidelines including alternative transportation [rows 6.1-6.9]
whereas, in IDA, they included broad, 2D urban wide elements such as density, growth management of urban
form , and alternative transportation [See Table 2, rows 6.1-6.3]. Also, sustainability is related to two
essential guiding themes , landscape ecology , and open space provision (Carmona , 1997b) the first was
missing in both plans, whereas the second was covered with medium and low extent in SDDCP and IDA
respectively. This mismatch did not conform to the conceptual model, which considers sustainability a cross-
scale overarching theme that bridges all aspects. To do so, a robust framework for sustainable urban design
must link the urban-wide elements and aspects with their counterparts across other scales (Macdonald, 2016;
Oliveira & Pinho, 2010).

The design aspects coverage in both plans was linked to the design guidance tier. The highest two
aspects offer strategic/area-wide design guidance, and the lowest three aspects offer detailed design
guidance (See Figures 6 and 8). At the intermediate design guidance tier, the link was evident in SDDCP
but not in IDA. The elements concerned with quantitative controls of the 3D urban-wide historical
character and urban form were well-represented with various degrees of emphasis in both plans but there
was a clear omission of the 3D local, detailed, small-scale design elements that are required to create a
coherent hierarchical design strategy and infuse design across scales.

These results are due in part, to the plan’s approach, which focuses primarily on strategic area-wide
vision, the spatial structure, or on physical design rather than local 3D aspects. These results are
inconsistent with the conceptual model, which considers design an overarching element across scales, and
also inconsistent with the findings of recent studies regarding current plans being dominated by aesthetics
and design guidelines that are concerned with the urban form of the city, its buildings, and public realm
rather than city-wide visions (Linovski and Loukaitou-Sideris, 2103).
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TABLE 2
THE COVERAGE OF THE DESIGN ASPECTS AND THEIR CONSTITUENT ELEMENTS IN
SDDCP AND IDA (PART 1-RANK 1- 4)

EXTENT OF CO VERAGE
SDDCP IDA
E DESIGN ASPECTS AND THEIR CONSTITUENT ELEMENTS ) ol & -
£ g = s =
z HRHHAE
z S| 2|1E| S| g E
] CBN I U BC R .20
= 2121521814
1| Townscape (Visual composition of space)

1.1{Context: Connections among districts and city, visual links to context X X

1.2/ Landscape: Street furniture, lighting, public art, hard and soft landscape, paving X X

1.3 | Legibility and visibility: Visible framework of public facilities X X

1.4 Diversity: Establishing a variety of visual and spatial compositions X X

1.5| Views and Vistas: View corridors, protecting/emphasizing views as a key to city perception X X

1.6/ 1dentity/Sense of place: maintenance and improvement of distinct character and unique identity X | X

1.7{Skylines protection: Relationships between views, topography, and building heights X | X

1.8| Visual Experience: Provision of visually interesting public spaces X | X

1.9{Relationship of a development to its site and to its wider setting X X
1.10{Setting: expression of natural setting, enhancement of natural form X X
1.11{Buffers: treatment of interface between incompatible uses X X
1.12{Streetscape and Streetscene: Continuity in scale of street scene, building form, building line X X
1.13|Density: plot area ratio, units per acre X X
1.14{Intrusions: Preventing visual intrusions, eradication of eye sores and anomalies X X
1.15| Landmarks: Visual orientation, focal points policy, landmarks location, uses, and focus views X X

Number of coverage types 314 815146

Percentage of coverage types 20 | 27 {53 3327 40
Urban Form (Three-dimensional built volume)

~

2.1 Character of special areas/places X X
2.2{Morphology and grain: Protection and diversity of urban pattern and grain; relation to human scale, block size, plot size X X
2.3|Space system: urban and open space structure X X
2.4/ Building height: Controlling building height in relation to streets and spaces X | X
2.5|Daylight and sunlight: controlling building siting and sense of enclosure through daylight/sunlight standards, wimassing, density XX
2.6 Diversity and pattern of urban grain and block and lot sizes X | X
2.7{Massing: Controlling building 3D bulk, floor space, harmony with adjacent buildings or spaces X | X
2.8/ Overdevelopment policy: to control bulk, height, density, scale and open space provision, F AR, P.C. X | X
2.9 Visual qualities of streetscapes: Continuity of building line and urban grid, road layout, size and enclosure of streets corridors X | X
2.10{Block and plot sizes X X
2.11{Richness and visual interest: spatial complexity, variety of spatial experiences X X
2.12{Visual qualities of open spaces: Size and enclosure and definition of open spaces and streets corridors X X
2.13|Density allocations in existing areas: Density defined by visual principles, units/acre, or PC X X
2.14{Urban image: manipulation of elements of urban image/form X X
2.15|Continuity of scale and building form: Relating new development to existing scale, human scale, and pedestrian scale X X
Number of coverage types 30 3, 9 8 3 4
Percentage of coverage types 20; 20; 60} 537 20} 27
4/ Connection and Movement Network
4.1} Accessibility to open spaces: for all (pedestrians, motorist, bicyclists) X X
4.2 City-wide and regional access and connections X X
4.3 | Prioritizing well-connected network of public spaces X X
4.4/ Public transportation: Cycling/pedestrian/public transport X X
4.5|Street and highway network: accommodation of traffic X X
4.6 Transit systems X X
4.7|Pedestrian network: routes, link to parking, pedestrian -vehicle conflict X X
4.8|Visual and physical permeability X X
4.9{Parking: accommodation of parking, access to parking X X
Number of types 0 3, 6, 0} 1} 8
Percentage of Types 0 33, 67, 0} 11} 89
5iLand -use (Mixed-use and diversity)
5.1|Diversity: diversity of business types and services, and economic diversity X X
5.2{Mixed land-use: Mixing of uses in urban areas X X
5.3|Provision of adequate and private amenity spaces in urban areas X X
5.4{Zoning: land-use regulation type and intensity X X
Number of coverage types 010 4700 4
Percentage of coverage types 0} 0 100f 0} 0 100
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TABLE 2
THE COVERAGE OF THE DESIGN ASPECTS AND THEIR CONSTITUENT ELEMENTS IN
SDDCP AND IDA (PART 2, RANK 5-9)

EXTENT OF CO VERAGE

. SDDCP IDA

£

2 DESIGN ASPECTS AND THEIR CONSTITUENT ELEMENTS & - & -

£ s |3 2

é 2 = = ; = =
>3 g E‘] b3 g E“
2121|218 1&

3[Public Realm (The social experience)

3.1 Connectivity of open space system (parks, green areas, etc) X X
3.2|Improvements of streetscape and streetscene X X
3.3} Vitality: economic vitality, maintenance of downtown vitality X X
3.4 Functional concerns: Parking, servicing, disabled access considerations, and public-private space relationship X X
3.5} Visual qualities of open spaces: richness, lighting, public art, street level X X
3.6} Encouraging legible, comfortable, stimulating and safe streets X X
3.7}Security and design against crime X X
3.8]Sense of community and street level interest X X
3.9|Integration of Public perceptions of the identity and quality of the built environment into the design strategies X | X
3.10}Social Interaction: social places, gathering places, opportunities of social interaction X X
Number of coverage types 413131244
Percentage of coverage types 40 1 301302040 40
6[Sustainable Urban Design
6.1} Alternative transportation X X
6.2f Growth management: Urban form X X
6.3} Density: Site design and layout X X
6.4]Energy: Energy conservation, orientation, materials X | X
6.5 Ecology: Preservation of outstanding natural features, nature conservation X X
6.6fResource management: avoiding overload on resources, water conservation X X
6.7 Traffic management X X
6.81Pollution Control: noise reduction X X
6.91Macro-climate and micro-climate X X
Number of coverage types 3511161} 01}3

Percentage of coverage types 33, 56111167} 0 |33
7{Landscape Architecture

7.1|Hard landscape layout and planning: Public art, street furniture, lighting X X
7.2} Soft landscape design and layout in open space network X X
7.3} Soft landscape improvements X X
7.4FWater, trees and greenery X X
7.5} Buffers X X
Number ofcoverage types 3 1 1 21310
Percentage of coverage types 60 | 20 1204060} 0
8iDevelopment Control and Architectural Character
8.1 Building design character: Regulations for special areas/districts X X
8.2|Design guidelines to control Building form: height, massing, spacing, scale, and bulk X X
8.3}{Zoning and form based code X X
8.4/ Architectural style, richness, and visual interest X X
8.5|Building materials and details X X
8.6jColor and texture X X
8.7 Design Vocabulary: relation of design vocabulary with immediate context X X
Number of coverage types 4 11125120
Percentage of coverage types 57 114129171129} 0

o

Conservation Areas and/or Areas of Special Character
9.1} Conservation of urban form and townscape X X
9.2fConservation of Character: Infill development, creation and maitenance of authentic character
9.3fAdaptive re-use of historic buildings and areas

9.4}Setting: Maintenance of authentic setting

9.5]Landmarks and listed buildings: protection and maintenance

9.6fPolicies for listed buildings: Preservation/conservation/rehabilitation of historic buildings
9.7fRegulatory measures for historic building preservation

Number of coverage types

Percentage of coverage types

kol Bl
ko

L Bl i i ke

b B 1 T

43 114 | 57 | 14| 29
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FIGURE 5§
EXTENT OF DESIGN ASPECTS COVERAGE OF SAN DIEGO DOWNTOWN
COMMUNITY PLAN (SDDCP)
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FIGURE 6
DRIVERS, GUIDING THEMES, AND THE EXTENT OF DESIGN ASPECTS COVERAGE,
SANDIEGO DOWNTOWN COMMUNITY PLAN (SDDCP)
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FIGURE 7

DESIGN ASPECTS COVERAGE OF IMAGINE DOWNTOWN ATLANTA (IDA)
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FIGURE 8

DRIVERS, GUIDING THEMES, AND THE EXTENT OF DESIGN ASPECTS COVERAGE,

IMAGINE DOWNTOWN ATLANTA (IDA)
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Comparison of the Plans’ Content and Extent of Coverage

The plans were compared using two criteria: the sum of significant and minor coverage of each aspect
(See Figure 9), and the gap between the highest and lowest coverage of each aspect (See Table 3). The
results were compared to their counterparts in the Chicago Central Area Plan (CCAP), a recipient of the
2005 national AIA award in the category of Urban Design. It was selected as a benchmark because its
guiding themes are comparable to plans’ themes, and was analyzed in a previous study using a similar
methodology (Al-Douri, 2010; Chappell, 2007, SOM, 2003).

Using the first criterion, the design aspects were sorted in descending order according to the sum of
their significant and minor coverage to examine the relation of the minor coverage to the tier of design
guidance (See Figure 9). In SDDCP, the minor coverage of the design aspects that constitute the plan
focus areas has averaged 18.8% compared to 37.25% in the other aspects, whereas those values in IDA
were 19.6% and 25.7% respectively (See Figure 9). This result provides evidence that the match of the
minor and significant coverage of SDDCP’s aspects to the plan guiding themes and focus areas was
stronger than IDA.

The comparison showed that the values of the significant and minor coverage combined of all
SDDCP’s design aspects, but Landscape architecture, were either equal to or higher than their IDA’s
respective aspects, with four distinct types of differences (See Figure). The first [A], the high-difference
type (33%-34%), consists of two design aspects [Sustainable urban design] and [Urban form] that are at
the core of the plans’ vision building and strategic city-wide growth and development. These results
provide evidence that SDDCP was more consistent in matching its guiding themes and offering
hierarchical design guidance. The second [B], the low-difference type (13%-14%), consists of three
design aspects; one offers intermediate design guidance whereas the others were focused on detailed 3D
design guidance.

FIGURE 9
COMPARISON OF DESIGN COVERAGE: SDDCP TO IDA
Comparison of SDDCP to IDA Coverage
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TABLE 3
COMPARISON OF THE EXTENT OF DESIGN ASPECTS COVERAGE OF

CCAP, IDA, AND SDDCP
Extent of coverage
CCAP IDA SDDCP
) &) ()
Design Aspects 1= & € g = &
S o S S 3 o
S| 5| 3| €| 5| 3| €] 5| 3
B £E| o| &| E| 2| &| £ o
No. ol = z| a| I z| x| Z| Z
1 Sustainable urban design 33 34 |33 33 0 67 |11 56 |33
2 Circulation and Movement Network | 100 | 0 0 89 11 |0 67 33 |10
3 Land -use 100 | 0 0 100 | O 0 100 | O 0
4 Public Realm 66 17 |17 140 140 |20 |30 |30 |40
5 Urban Form 64 36 10 27 |20 [53 |60 |20 |20
6 Townscape 66 17 |17 40 27 133 |53 27 |20
7 | Landscape Architecture 43 19 138 |0 60 140 |20 |20 |60
Development Control and
8 Architectural Character 0 0 100 | 0 29 |71 |29 14 |57
Conservation Areas and Listed
9 Buildings 34 129 |37 |29 14 |57 |14 |43 |43

The third [C], the no-difference type, consists of three high-coverage design aspects that offer
strategic/area-wide design guidance. These results are both, conforming to the conceptual model and
consistent with the findings of recent studies regarding the emphasis of current urban design plans on
urban form, land-use, and public realm. The fourth [D], the negative difference (-20%) consists of one
design aspect [landscape architecture], which is essential to the plan’s goal achievement through the cause
and effect relation. The negative difference between the minor and significant coverage in IDA (60%)
compared to (20%) in SDDCP, supports the previous findings regarding the plan’s approach of focusing
on strategic area-wide aspects and being less prescriptive detailed local wide design aspects.

Using the second criterion, the gap between the highest and lowest coverage in IDA (100%- 0%) was
slightly wider than SDDCP (100%- 11%) which is an indication of a lower extent of coverage and less
effective hierarchical design guidance. As such, the SDDCP’s content was more consistent than IDA in
matching the guiding themes and conforming to the conceptual model regarding hierarchical design
guidance.

Although both IDA and CCAP plans were focused more on strategic area-wide growth development
than on physical detailed developments, the highest difference between their coverage was at
[Townscape], [Urban form], and [Public realm], which are core design aspects comprising the
intermediate design guidance tier (See Figure 10).

The highest difference between SDDCP and CCAP coverage was at three design aspects: circulation
and movement, public realm, and landscape Architecture (See Figure 11). This difference may reflect
their different design approaches where, unlike CCAP’s focus on strategic area-wide growth, SDDCP’s
focus was on physical change, which may explain SDDCP’s negative difference in [Development control
and architectural character] and the high difference in Circulation movement and public realm.

The results show that the overall coverage of CCAP was higher than both plans. These results are
consistent with the previous analytical results regarding IDA’s and SDDCP’s discrepancies in matching
the high-coverage design aspects to the guiding themes and goals.
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FIGURE 10

COMPARISON OF DESIGN COVERAGE: IMAGINE DOWNTOWN ATLANTA (IDA) TO
CHICAGO CITY CENTER PLAN (CCAP)
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Discussion and Justification of the Empirical Findings

To address the research questions, the results were compared to the conceptual model, findings of
recent studies, and premises collated from literature.

In regards to the first question, the plans differed in how they considered the existing and emerging
drivers that are shaping contemporary urban environments. Although most existing drivers such as
vitality/mixed-use, accessibility, and physical development and character of the urban form and spatial
structure were considered in both plans, the emerging drivers and forces such as community development,
culture, health, walkability, safety, and cultural identity were neither explicitly considered nor reflected in
any of the plans’ themes and policies. The plans’ content, for instance, was dominated by elements
concerned with the functional and visual attributes and permeability of the circulation network but the
significance of its integration with landscape architecture elements to health, walkability, ecology, and
amenities remained largely unexplored.

These results are consistent with the findings of recent studies and related literature that described
current urban design plans as being limited in scope, scale, and design guidance and failing to address the
full scope of existing and emerging drivers. These results are inconsistent with the conceptual model,
which suggests that contemporary practice should holistically address existing and emerging drivers.

Regarding the second question, there were discrepancies and inconsistencies in the link of the high
extent of design aspects coverage to the plan guiding themes and overall goals. This link was more
evident in SDDCP than in IDA in two aspects: sustainable urban design and urban form. These results are
in line with the findings of a recent study of current urban design plans (Linovski and Loukaitiu-Sideris,
2013) regarding the mismatch between the plan’s content and its goals and guiding themes.

As for the third question, the extent of coverage was linked to the tier of design guidance. The high
and low extent of coverage were linked to strategic and detailed design guidance respectively, whereas, at
the intermediate design guidance tier, the link was evident in SDDCP but not in IDA. This link may
indicate the plan’s approach of focusing on the development of a strategic, area-wide spatial strategy for
growth and development and avoiding stifling creativity, detailed design guidance, and architectural
character.

The high/medium coverage of 2D urban-wide design elements at the strategic level was largely
absent at the 3D local, detailed level where guidelines would be useful for providing an overall vision for
development. These differences may reflect the “reactive mode” (Punter and Carmona 1997b) and the
trend of emphasizing two-dimensional, land-use strategic, capital web, infrastructure elements, and
aspects. This approach does not conform to the conceptual model and may not establish the hierarchical
design guidance required to holistically control and shape the urban environment across scales.

The results showed that in SDDCP, the overall extent of coverage was higher, and the content and
hierarchy of design guidance was richer and broader than IDA. Each plan appeared to have adopted a
different approach to addressing the existing and emerging drivers and achieving its goals. On one hand,
IDA reflected the strategic approach, which is primarily focused on shaping the urban form and urban
infrastructure with an emphasis on a few design aspects that are central to the role of urban design. On the
other hand, SDDCP reflected the physical design approach, which offered a broader plan content that
consists of a wide range of design aspects but with special emphasis on a large scale. As a benchmark,
CCAP has more extensively covered its design aspects and has more consistently reflected its guiding
themes than both plans.

Thus, both plans involved internal inconsistencies as well as inconsistencies with the conceptual
model in how it related the plan’s substantive elements to its goals and tiers of the design hierarchy.
Those inconsistencies may negatively affect the effectiveness of the comprehensive, cross-scale design
control strategy that is essential to achieve its goals. According to the conceptual model, the drivers
should translate into design themes, focus areas, and high-coverage design aspects and policies that
should be implemented through the three-tier hierarchical design control system. The translation process,
however, has only been partially achieved due to two reasons. The first is the medium or low extent of
coverage of the aspects and elements that are related to those guiding themes, in particular, those that
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comprise intermediate and local design guidance; second, the approach to design development which
tends to avoid stifling with prescriptive design guidance in favor of performance guidance.

CONCLUSIONS

This study has examined key substantive elements of two urban design plans in an attempt to assess
the extent to which their relationship was consistent and conforming to the conceptual model. The study
has provided complementary results; it highlighted the plans’ internal inconsistencies and the plans’
inconsistencies with the conceptual model and explained how those inconsistencies and discrepancies
affect the fulfillment of the plan goals. Although two cases cannot support general conclusions, the
findings represent a data point that complements the findings of recent studies, in particular, Linovski
&Loukaitiu-Sideris (2013) and Southworth (1989).

Current dynamics in the socio-cultural landscape of the urban environment suggest that urban
designers examine new approaches, methods, and concepts of urban design. While most existing drivers
were emphasized in both plans, the emerging drivers and forces were neither explicitly emphasized nor
reflected in any of the plans’ themes and policies. These results suggest adopting a comprehensive,
holistic design approach, which expands the scope and scale of the drivers and forces that plans typically
consider to include the emerging ones such as cultural identity, sense of community, place-making,
community development, health, and walkability.

However, to consider those drivers comprehensively without tailoring them to the local conditions
and without strong professional and community support may be impractical and may lead to their failure.
The process should be carefully tailored to the locally important issues and conditions after a thorough
assessment of the characteristics of the urban environment. To do so, local planning and design agencies
need to address the inadequacy of design development and delivery methods and utilize advanced
information technology through the design development process. The potential contribution of these
factors to these inconsistencies should be investigated in future research.

The content analysis revealed a major failing of urban design policies and that is their general failure
to consider design at the level of neighborhood or district or as something operating beyond the level of
downtown. The plans’ content was focused primarily on urban-wide planning, land-use, and development
related issues, whereas a clear urban design strategy and vision were lacking in both plans. This contrasts
sharply with the quantitative standards that were expressed and prescriptively formulated within the
broad, urban-wide strategies. These results support the literature premise regarding the dominance of two-
dimensional land-use planning over considerations of the three-dimensional urban form (Punter, 2010;
Punter & Carmona, 1997b). They are an indication of the reactive mode of the planning agencies, and
their emphasis on the establishment of spatial strategies that direct broad patterns of urban growth and
infrastructure investment.

Urban Design needs to be coordinated on a hierarchical scale through which the guiding themes and
focus areas be translated into design aspects tailored to the local characteristics. With the shift in urban
design practice away from large-scale public sector redevelopment projects, urban design plans had to use
such hierarchical design control to achieve the public objective. Careful cross-referencing of policies and
supplementary design guidance is particularly important to ensure comprehensive coverage of design
issues and to ensure that designers and controllers consider the wide range of concerns that constitute the
design ethos of the planning authority.
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