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STAR Communities  is a nonprofit organization that works to evaluate, improve, and certify 

sustainable communities. We administer the STAR Community Rating SystemTM ό{¢!wύΣ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ 
leading framework and certification program for local sustainability. Cities and counties use STAR to 
measure their progress across social, economic, and environmental performance areas. Built by and 
for local governments, STAR is a catalyst for local action and is transforming the way that 
communities address sustainability progress. 
 
One of the top reasons that U.S. cities and counties come to STAR Communities is because they are 
looking for ways to strengthen and support local planning efforts. This document is designed for local 
government staff and planners and provides guidance on how to use the STAR Community Rating 
System to integrate sustainability into comprehensive, strategic, and sustainability plans.  
 
This report was published in May 2016 and was written by Lacey Shaver and David Abell. 
 
STAR COMMUNITIES® and the STAR COMMUNITY RATING (& design) marks are federally registered 
marks of STAR Communities. 
 
Copyright ©2016 STAR Communities. All rights reserved. 



 3 

TABLE OF CONTENTS  

INTEGRATING SUSTAINABILITY INTO 

PLANNING  
 

THE STAR COMMUNITY RATING 

SYSTEM 

The STAR Framework 

STAR Tools & Resources 

 

WAYS TO USE STAR IN PLANNING  

1. Align with the STAR Framework 

Case Study: Phoenix, AZ 

2. Set Benchmarks & Targets 

Case Study: Los Angeles, CA 

3. Discover Best Practices 

Case Study: Plano, TX  

4. Communicate Sustainability & Engage the Public 

Case Study: Lee County, FL  

5. Conduct a Baseline Assessment  & Identify Gaps 

Case Study: Dubuque, IA 

6. Integrate Multiple Topic Areas 

Case Study: Northampton, MA 

7. Track Implementation & Progress 

Case Study: Washington, DC 

 

GET STARTED WITH STAR  

4 
 

5 

 

6 

8 

9 

9 

10 

12 

13 

15 

16 

 18 

19 

21 

  22 

23 

24 

26 

27 
 

29 



 4 

Integrating Sustainability into Community Planning  

 
Sustainability is commonly defined as the ability to meet the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. As local governments strive 
to create healthy, prosperous communities with a high quality of life for their current residents, they 
must also prepare for the needs of the future. Addressing modern day challenges, such as climate 
change, an increasingly globalized economy, aging infrastructure, and income inequality requires 
innovation, collaboration, and lots of planning. 
 
One of the primary ways that communities prepare for the future is through local community plans, 
and so it is important that communities begin to integrate the principles of sustainability into their 
planning efforts. In fact, the American Planning Association identifies comprehensive plans as the 
ǇǊƛƳŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ά{ǳǎǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ tƭŀŎŜǎέ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΥ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
By integrating sustainability into a comprehensive plan, a community can transition from talking 
about sustainability in the abstract to identifying concrete practices, implementing solutions, and 
measuring impact. The STAR Community Rating SystemTM (STAR) is a valuable tool that helps cities 
and counties to become healthier, stronger, and more resilient.   
 
STAR allows cities and counties to set a clear path for sustainability and track progress towards 
meaningful results that save money and improve communities. The rating system provides a robust, 
data-driven framework that allows communities to define sustainability for themselves and then 
evaluate and improve economic, environmental, and social performance.  
 
While comprehensive plans provide long-term guidance for the future development of a community, 
other supporting plans aid in the day-to-day implementation and management of the local 
government: short-term strategic plans and plans that address specific issues, such as a hazard 
mitigation plan, climate action plan, or sustainability plan. The measures and guidance in the STAR 
Community Rating System can be adapted to support all types of plans. This document will show 
those involved in developing or updating planning documents of all types how to use and adapt the 
STAR Community Rating System to meet their needs. 

Planning for sustainability is the defining challenge of the 21st century. Overcoming 
deeply ingrained economic and cultural patterns that result in resource depletion, climate 
instability, and economic and social stress requires holistic problem solving that blends 
the best scientific understanding of existing conditions and available technologies with 
the public resolve to act. Planning processes allow communities to look past immediate 
concerns, evaluate options for how best to proceed, and to move towards a better 
future. The Comprehensive Plan has the legal authority to act as the vehicle for guiding 
community development, the scope to cover the necessary functions and facilities, and 
the history of practice to inspire public acceptance of its policies. Planning can provide 
the necessary analysis, the requisite communitywide reflection and education, and the 
momentum required to respond to these monumental challenges  

- David Godschalk and William Anderson, Sustaining Places: The Role of the 
Comprehensive Plan, APA Planning Advisory Services, 2012 
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The STAR Community Rating System  

 The STAR Community Rating SystemTM ό{¢!wύ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ-wide sustainability 
framework and certification program. STAR was built by and for local governments, out of an 
identified demand for a systematic way to define, measure, and track progress towards local 
sustainability.  
 
In 2007, ICLEI-Local Governments for Sustainability, the U.S. Green Building Council, and the Center 
for American Progress made a Clinton Global Initiative Commitment to Action to create a Green City 

Index. That same year, they launched the concept for the STAR Community Index at GREENBUILD in 

Chicago, IL. By 2008, they had established a formal partnership that included the National League of 
Cities to develop STAR. 

 
Between 2008 and 2012, nearly two hundred volunteers 
representing fifty cities and counties, state and federal agencies, 
non-profit organizations, national associations, universities, 
utilities, and private corporations contributed thousands of hours 
and diverse expertise to the development of what became the 
STAR Community Rating System. Serving on steering, technical, 
and ad hoc committees, these volunteer experts led the 
development of the framework, credits, methodologies for 
measurement, and requirements for achieving and maintaining a 
STAR Community Rating®. 
 
The STAR Community Rating System was officially released in Fall 2012, and a pilot program 
commenced to test associated products and services, including the certification process. In Spring 
2014, the Leadership Program and membership were launched. Since 2012, over fifty communities 
have achieved certification under the STAR Community Rating System, and hundreds of communities 
have used the rating system to support local sustainability. 

The path to sustainability is different for every community, but communities generally take one of 
two approaches to using STAR. The first approach is to use the rating system as a standalone 
framework for local sustainability and a resource for sustainability work. The second approach is to 
use the STAR certification program to report progress on the evaluation measures in the rating 
system and then use the certification results as a management and decision-support tool.  

Local governments of all sizes and resource levels across the nation are using STAR to:  

¶ Demonstrate accountability and commitment to local sustainability; 

¶ Strengthen local plans and policies; 

¶ Receive national recognition for leadership and achievements; 

¶ Improve community conditions by shifting resources and investment toward evidence-based, 
results-driven solutions; 

¶ Build and strengthen partnerships within government and with community; and 

¶ Benchmark progress against the national standard for community sustainability.  
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The STAR Framework 
 
The STAR framework integrates economic, environmental, and social aspects of sustainability and 
provides communities with a menu-based system to customize their approach based on local 
conditions and priorities. Sustainability means different things to different people, but STAR provides 
a customizable, data-driven approach to assessing communitieǎΩ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎΦ 
 
STAR is organized into goals, objectives, and evaluation measures; this design is intended to align 
with local government processes and standard practice. The structure features a set of components 
that reflect public sector mechanisms that are proven effective in advancing change. Terms are those 
commonly used by local governments and their community partners to communicate strategic 
objectives and desired outcomes.  
 
¢ƘŜ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ Ŏommunity-scale sustainability and 
present a vision of how communities can become more healthy, inclusive, and prosperous. STAR 
provides a much-needed vocabulary that local governments and communities can use to more 
effectively strategize and define their sustainability planning efforts. 
 
The rating system is divided into the seven thematic sustainability goal areas below. An eighth 
category, Innovation & Process, supports the evolution of sustainability practice by recognizing best 
practices and processes, exemplary performance, innovation, and regional collaboration. 

Goal Area Purpose 

Built Environment Quality, Choice & Access Where We Live, Work & Play 

Climate & Energy Increase Efficiency, Reduce Impact 

Economy & Jobs Quality Jobs, Shared Prosperity 

Education, Arts & Community Vibrant, Connected & Diverse Culture 

Equity & Empowerment Inclusion & Access for All Community Members 

Health & Safety Strong, Resilient & Safe 

Natural Systems Protect & Restore the Resources of Life 
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Each of the sustainability goal areas is divided into five to seven objectives, aimed at achieving 
community-level aspirations. These forty-four objectives each contain between eight and fifteen 
evaluation measures that can be used to benchmark and evaluate community progress.  

Each of the STAR objectives contains two types of evaluation measures: community-level outcomes 
and local actions.  Community-level outcomes are quantitative, condition-level indicators that 
demonstrate community progress within a STAR objective. Examples include reductions in energy use 
or increased transportation access. 
 
Local actions are the things a community can do to move toward the community-level outcomes ς 
the range of decisions, investments, programs, plans, and codes that a local community puts in place. 
Examples include passing a complete streets policy, providing training for police officers on non-
discrimination, partnering with community groups to promote active living and physical activity, and 
restoring conserved land to increase natural resource resiliency.  
 
{¢!wΩǎ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƻƻƭǎ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘƛŜǊΣ 
stronger, and more resilient. The quantitative outcome measures in the rating system can be used to 
set future goals and targets, and the qualitative action measures provide best practices and language 
to address new thematic areas.  
 
STAR measures community-wide sustainability, not just municipal sustainability. Thus, local actions 
focus on interventions that move the needle toward desired outcomes, and can be done by both the 
local government and other community groups and partners. Understanding the relationship 
between outcome measures and local action measures is important when evaluating what programs 
and policies will improve the outcome measures, and which stakeholders should be involved.  
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STAR Tools & Resources 
 
STAR Communities provides a variety of tools and resources that can be of assistance during a 
ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŦǊŜŜ ƻƴ {¢!w /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ ǿŜbsite and others are 
available through paid membership subscriptions. The STAR Community Rating System is available as 
a free download on the STAR website.  
 
The Technical Guide to the STAR Community Rating System is the  
primary reference manual for the evaluation measures contained  
within the rating system.  It includes over 300 pages of best practices,  
definitions, methodologies, and case studies. The PDF document  
contains links to online resources and examples such as model policy  
language. The Technical Guide is included with all STAR membership  
and affiliate subscriptions and can also be purchased as a  
standalone publication from the website. 
 
During a planning process, the Technical Guide can serve as a resource for definitions and can also 
provide context and examples for a specific content area. For example, if you need a definition for 
άǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀnce-ōŀǎŜŘ ǇŀǊƪƛƴƎ ǇǊƛŎƛƴƎΣέ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ Ŏƻƴǎǳƭǘ ǘƘŜ ¢ŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ DǳƛŘŜΩǎ ƎƭƻǎǎŀǊȅΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ ŀƴ 
explanation on why climate adaptation is important to community sustainability, you can look at the 
Climate Adaptation objective under the Climate & Energy goal area for context, research, and case 
studies. If you are new to a topic area like equity, reading the Technical Guide can give you ideas for 
new program and policies. There is substantial background information on each STAR objective in the 
Technical Guide and language that will help you to explain new thematic areas to colleagues and 
other stakeholders. 
 
Each objective in the Technical Guide also includes a section on Communities Leading the Way and 
Additional Resources. The Communities Leading the Way section offers real examples from cities and 
counties around the country that are succeeding in each objective. Links to plans, policies, and 
ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ƳƻǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ 
section focuses on practical references and resources for local government staff and sustainability 
practitioners. 
 
STAR membership provides access to other tools and resources, such as the crosswalk spreadsheet, 
mapping handbook, and members-only webinars and educational events. The customizable 
crosswalk spreadsheet is a project management tool that communities can use to align local plans 
and policies with the evaluation measures in the rating system. The mapping handbook provides 
additional guidance and methodologies for measures requiring spatial analysis and includes an 
example map for each measure. Additionally, membership includes a limited amount of technical 
assistance from STAR staff. 

 
To support the ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ǳǎŜΣ {¢!w /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜǎ case studies and articles highlighting 
best practices and success stories from communities across the nation and also holds periodic 
webinars and educational offerings. Information on case studies and upcoming webinars can be 
found on the website and is also distributed to all email list subscribers.   

http://www.starcommunities.org/rating-system/download/
https://reporting.starcommunities.org/shop/product/100-20130306
http://www.starcommunities.org/get-started/starmembership/
http://www.starcommunities.org/get-started/best-practices/
http://www.starcommunities.org/category/star-updates/
http://www.starcommunities.org/get-started/best-practices/webinars/
http://www.starcommunities.org/events/
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Ways to Use STAR to Support Planning  
 

The following sections provide ideas for the specific ways to use the STAR Community Rating System 
in a planning process, along with case studies for each example. 
 

1) Align with the STAR Framework 
 
STAR was designed to support communities as they make plans and guide the allocation of resources 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ {¢!wΩǎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜƭȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ƳƛǊǊƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
structure of a community plan, and includes the policy mechanisms, programs, and strategies that a 
local government can use to affect change within a topic area.  
 
Community plans tend to share a common structure whether they are comprehensive, strategic, or 
sustainability-focused. A plan typically begins with a big-picture assessment of current community 
conditions and puts forth a vision for future community development. Then the plan is divided into 
thematic chapters, such as land use or economy, which serve as the organizational structure of the 
plan. The thematic chapters may be broken down further into topical areas such as housing, 
transportation, and workforce readiness. The chapters detail the specific policies and actions that will 
address targeted community needs and set benchmarks for measuring progress. 
 
The STAR framework can provide the structure of a community plan and can also help users to 
understand the relationship of different sustainability themes. If you are just starting out, you can use 
the STAR goals and objectives to frame out chapters and identify content areas. Then you can use 
{¢!wΩǎ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊǎΦ The quantitative outcomes can 
become targets and benchmarks, while the actions can provide ideas for policies, programs, and 
other tools. 

STAR Goal Area  Thematic Chapter  

STAR Objective  Topical Area  

STAR Outcome &  

Action Measures  

Benchmarking &  

Action Statements  

STAR Framework  Typical Plan Framework  
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In Phoenix, AZ, city staff used the STAR 
Community Rating System as a guide and a 
framework when performing the ten year 
update of their comprehensive plan, 
PlanPHX. Over the 2.5-year process, the 
City held 150 meetings and collected input 
from 1,300 web users that generated 9,700 
big ideas to consider. The feedback 
ǊŜǎǳƭǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ άŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ 
ƻŀǎƛǎέ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǾƛōǊŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ 
network open space. 
 
Five core values underpin the plan, which aims to: celebrate diverse communities and 
neighborhoods, strengthen the local economy, connect people and places, build the sustainable 
desert city, and create an even more vibrant downtown. ά¢ƘŜ aŀȅƻǊ ŎƘŀǊƎŜŘ ǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
plan more user-ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ǿŀǎ рлл ǇŀƎŜǎΣέ ǎŀƛŘ WƻǎƘ .ŜŘƴŀǊŜƪΣ tǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ 
tƭŀƴƴŜǊ ŦƻǊ tƘƻŜƴƛȄΦ ά²Ŝ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭƛƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀȅƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ {¢!w ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ƛƴ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
reader to dive into the topic area and very quickly figure out what we were going to do to address 
ǘƘŀǘΦέ 
 
Alignment with PlanPHX also helped with data collection for STAR. As Rosanne Albright, Brownfields 
tǊƻƎǊŀƳ aŀƴŀƎŜǊΣ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά{ƛƴŎŜ tƘƻŜƴƛȄ ƛǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ōƛƎ Ŏƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀǘ ƻƴŎŜΣ 
it really helped that all the departments were already collecting data for the general plan. In some 
cases, especially in the area of equity, STAR helped to identify new metrics that we can track to make 
ǎǳǊŜ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ ƎƻŀƭǎΦέ 
 
ά{¢!wΩǎ hǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ƳŜǘǊƛŎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƻǾŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ǿŜƭƭ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǳǊ ŦƛǾŜ ŎƻǊŜ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΣέ ǎŀƛŘ 
.ŜŘƴŀǊŜƪΣ άLǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ǘƻƻƭ ŦƻǊ ǳǎ ǘƻ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƻǳǊ Ǉƭŀƴ ƭƛƴŜŘ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻǳǘ 
ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿŜ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘΣ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ōȅ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǎǘŀǘǳǘŜ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ 
ŎƻƳŜ ǳǇ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΦέ 

 

CASE STUDY:  

Phoenix, AZ  

https://www.phoenix.gov/pdd/pz/phoenix-general-plan
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STAR can help a community identify areas that haven't been looked at before or that haven't been 
considered part of sustainability. The framework and evaluation measures can broaden the definition 
of sustainability in a community beyond just the environmeƴǘΦ  ά¢ƘŜ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴ-based Phoenix 
9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ vǳŀƭƛǘȅ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ {¢!wΩǎ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 
measures and were advocates of utilizing STAR measures within ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇƭŀƴΣέ ǎŀƛŘ !ƭōǊƛƎƘǘΦ     

Now that the general plan is complete, attention is focused on implementation. Phoenix achieved a 
Certified 3-STAR Community Rating iƴ Wǳƭȅ нлмрΦ άIƻǿ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ 
{¢!w ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƳŜ ƛƴ ƘŀƴŘȅΣέ ǎŀƛŘ .ŜŘƴŀǊŜƪΦ άLƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ȅŜǘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀƴƪǎ 
ǘƻ tƭŀƴtI· ŀƴŘ {¢!wΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǿŜƭƭ ƻƴ ƻǳǊ ǿŀȅΦέ 

Left: STAR objectives aligned 
with the five core values in 
PlanPHX. 
 
Below: This snapshot from 
PlanPHX shows multiple 
alignments with the STAR 
framework. The title aligns 
with the STAR objective of 
Infill & Redevelopment, while 
Measures for Success are 
similar to STAR Outcomes and 
Policies and Actions mirror 
STAR Actions. 

https://reporting.starcommunities.org/communities/49-phoenix-arizona

