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Figure 7 
SIMPLIFIED APPLICATION OF INDEX OVER TIME 
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BENCHMARKING CURRENT CONDITIONS 

Most applications of the software will begin with benchmark measurements of existing conditions in a 
study area. Benchmark indicator scores are used to: 

• Identify an area’s strengths and weaknesses. Scoring and mapping of existing conditions 
will reveal problems and opportunities that merit attention in plans. 

• Provide input into the formulation of goals and policies. Benchmark scores are an important 
reference point when formulating goals and policies that will be applied to community 
development. 

• Provide a baseline for gauging change. During plan implementation when development 
proposals are evaluated, each proposal’s scores can be compared to benchmark 
measurements to gauge the amount of change that would be caused by the development. 

• Provide a baseline for gauging progress. During periodic monitoring of plan 
accomplishments, updated benchmark measurements can be compared against previous 
benchmarks to gauge cumulative progress toward goals. 

Benchmarking is shown in the left-hand panel of Figure 7 where the employment density indicator 
finds a relatively low 12 employees/acre, which is insufficient to support frequent transit service. This 
segment of the corridor therefore meets the threshold issue test of needing land-use changes to 
increase employment density. 
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CREATING SCENARIOS AND PLANS 

Once existing conditions have been evaluated and planning issues identified, stakeholders can use 
INDEX to create and evaluate alternative scenarios that respond to the issues. Prepared optionally in 
digital charrettes, these can range from comprehensive community plans to any number of special-
purpose or neighborhood plans. In any of these processes, alternative scenarios can be created and 
evaluated according to the following general sequence: 

• Preparation of alternative cases. Using the Case Designer tool, stakeholders prepare 
alternatives that respond to the issues identified during benchmarking. Each of these is 
represented by an alternative case in the software with each case containing its own unique 
mix of features. If housing was identified as an issue, one alternative might emphasize a mix 
of single and multi-family dwellings while another alternative might contain only single-family 
units.  Alternatives can be prepared before public meetings or during them using digital 
charrette techniques. 

• Review of alternative scores. Stakeholders review indicator scores for each case in 
comparison to other alternatives and benchmark measurements to determine which 
alternatives respond most effectively to identified issues. For example, if excessive walking 
distance to parks was identified as a problem at the outset, stakeholders would review the 
alternatives’ park proximity scores to determine which scenario offered the shortest walking 
distance to parks. 

• Iteration to preferred alternative and adopted plan. Using the software to modify alternative 
designs and provide feedback of results, stakeholders can iterate among alternatives to a 
preferred, and ultimately adopted, plan. 

• Modeling of adopted goals. Once a plan is formally adopted, its build-out or full 
implementation can be modeled and the resulting horizon year indicator scores used as 
quantitative expressions of its goals. 

In the Figure 7 example, three alternative plans are suggested for the neighborhood corridor by 
stakeholders: a) vertical mixed-use with employment on lower floors and housing on upper floors; b) 
new commercial retail with separate multi-family housing and a small park; and c) a mix of offices 
and retail. The three alternative plans are scored with the employment density indicator producing 
results of 32, 20, and 40 employees/acre, respectively. Given the hypothetical policy objective of 
increased density for transit support, Plan C is adopted and its build-out measurement of 40 
employees/acre becomes the corridor’s goal. 
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IMPLEMENTING PLANS 

Once plans are adopted, INDEX PlanBuilder can help implement them by evaluating the consistency 
of development proposals against plan goals. They can also gauge the magnitude of change that a 
development proposal would cause in an area. These implementation checks can be accomplished 
according to the following general sequence: 

• Acquire development proposal in GIS form. In order to apply INDEX as a development 
evaluation tool, it will be necessary to obtain development proposals in GIS form. Given the 
widespread use of CAD in preparing development plans and the relatively easy conversion of 
CAD files to GIS format, it should be reasonable to request major development proposals in 
GIS format. To implement a requirement for digital development plans, jurisdictions would 
adopt the equivalent of the INDEX Indicator Dictionary as a data specification for digital 
submittals. Jurisdictions could decide the extent of these data requirements based on which 
indicators they intend to apply to proposals. 

• Score base study development proposal. The development proposal is scored with 
indicators and the results are compared to: 1) existing conditions to gauge the amount of 
change represented by the development; and 2) adopted goals to determine how much goal 
achievement the development would accomplish. 

• Iterate to acceptable proposal. Again using the software’s capability for feedback, 
stakeholders and decision-markers can iterate to an acceptable development scheme during 
the permitting process. 

In the Figure 7 example, this step is shown with two versions of a development proposal, X and Y. 
Proposal X contains offices and Proposal Y includes offices plus retail. The employment density 
indicator reveals that Proposal Y’s employment density is 20% greater than Proposal X, and is 
therefore preferred because it is more supportive of the adopted corridor goal. 

A simplified description of this procedure is given in Table 1 for the generic question of whether a 
proposed development project is acceptable or unfavorable for a community. 



INDEX PlanBuilder Community Process Guide 
 

504/400 15 December 2009 

Table 1 
IS A PROPOSED DEVELOPMENT PROJECT FAVORABLE OR 

UNFAVORABLE IN RELATION TO LOCAL GOALS? 
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ACHIEVING PLANS 

Periodically, INDEX PlanBuilder can be used to measure cumulative change and overall progress 
toward goals. This type of application includes the following steps: 

• Retrieve benchmark indicator scores. Indicator scores from the previous benchmark year are 
used as the starting point, e.g. year 2000. 

• Incorporate built and natural environment changes. The model’s database is updated with 
constructed changes in the built environment, and resulting changes in the natural 
environment, that have occurred during the reporting period, e.g. 2000-2005. 

• Update indicator scores. An updated “existing conditions” study is scored to establish 
measurements for the new benchmark year, e.g. 2005. The changes in indicator scores 
between 2000 and 2005 become the amount of goal achievement for the period. 

In the Figure 7 example, cumulative changes over several years are measured, revealing a density 
increase from 12 to 31 employees/acre, which is substantial partial achievement of the goal of 40 
employees/acre. However, despite this area wide progress, indicator mapping shows a continuing 
weakness in employment density in the eastern portion of the corridor where additional attention 
needs to be focused in order to fully achieve the plan. 

 

SPECIAL PURPOSE APPLICATIONS 

In addition to the generic planning steps described above, INDEX can be applied to any special 
purpose study where the tool’s indicators are relevant to the study’s subject matter. Examples 
include annexations, environmental impact reports, capital improvement planning, and facility siting.  
Any kind of comparative scenario evaluation or trade-off analysis that is land-based could 
conceivably be simulated in INDEX providing that its indicators are relevant to the issues at hand. 




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































