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Abstract 

This report examines planning processes in the Research Triangle region in order to understand 

how these processes addressed the issue of higher density development patterns. The Raleigh 

2030 Comprehensive Plan, Morrisville Town Center Plan and Land Use Plan, and Research 

Triangle Park Master Plan serve as case studies of how planning processes have wrestled with 

higher density development and provide examples of policies and implantation measures that can 

encourage more compact development. Special consideration is given to how not-for-profit and 

special interest groups participating in these processes were able to advocate for higher density 

development. In order to successfully entrench higher density development as a key planning 

objective, and advance design policies that are likely to garner community support, the following 

strategies are recommended: construct a multidimensional vision for compact development; 

provide a compelling rationale for compact development; articulate where higher density is 

desired; provide for appropriate transitions; and seek opportunities for higher density 

development in suburban communities. 

  



Introduction 

The Research Triangle region of North Carolina has long been recognized for its high quality of 

life and dynamic economy, anchored by leading academic institutions and a number of large 

corporations. Yet it is also recognized for having a particularly sprawling, low-density 

development pattern. As the economic, community health and environmental impacts of urban 

form become increasingly manifest, the Triangle’s built environment may hinder its economic 

competitiveness and the health of its population and ecosystem in the future. How well is the 

Triangle prepared for dealing with this multifaceted issue?  

The planning function would seem well-situated to address this issue by fashioning and 

implementing public policy and development management solutions that foster higher density 

development. This report seeks to understand the possibilities and constraints of comprehensive 

planning as a means to foster more compact development forms. It describes how actors 

participating in comprehensive planning processes in the Triangle are encouraging more compact 

development forms, and what policies and implementation measures have been the fruits of their 

efforts to date. The specific, interrelated questions this report attempts to address include:  

 To what extent is increasing density a major thrust of recent comprehensive planning 

processes in the Triangle?  

 What roles did planners, community members and special interest groups – particularly 

organizations dedicated to smart growth or economic development – play in 

corresponding debates over increasing density?  

 As evidenced by the adopted plans, which specific policies and types of development 

management tools that attempt to increase density are gaining the most traction in the 

Triangle?  



 What tangible impacts, if any, have these planning processes thus far produced on the 

region’s built form?  

In order to address these questions, this report investigates three recent planning processes in the 

region as case studies. The three planning processes examined are: Raleigh’s 2030 

Comprehensive Plan adopted in 2009, Morrisville’s Town Center Plan of 2007 and Land Use 

Plan, 2009-2035 of 2009, and Research Triangle Park’s soon-to-be completed Master Plan. By 

examining the planning documents themselves and conducting in-depth interviews with key 

stakeholders who were involved in these processes, this report offers a robust understanding of 

how the Triangle is planning for a different future.  

To my knowledge, this report serves as the most comprehensive statement to date on how 

planning processes in the Triangle have wrestled with the issue of fostering higher density 

development. The report analyzes the goals, objectives, policies, and implementation measures 

related to increasing density that are advanced by the plans, and how these evolved out of the 

plan making process. It offers a robust understanding of how public attitudes towards higher 

density development have influenced recent planning processes. It explains how groups 

promoting denser development were able to influence the planning and implementation 

processes, and what factors limited or enhanced these groups’ effectiveness. Finally, the report 

describes which development management solutions encouraging higher density development 

have gained the most favor in the region and why these solutions were favored by planners and 

the community.    

Organization 

The report begins with an introduction to the Research Triangle region and discussion of its 

spatial development patterns. Next, literature from a variety of disciplines is presented in order to 



help the reader to understand the economic, environmental, and health benefits associated with 

higher densities and the growing market demand for compact development. Building off this 

section, the bulk of the report consists of in-depth case studies of the aforementioned planning 

processes in Raleigh, Morrisville, and Research Triangle Park. The methodology of this section 

is detailed at the outset of this section, and the case studies are presented in turn. Each case study 

begins with an introduction to the planning area and description of the planning process 

undertaken. Next, the planning documents that resulted from these processes are scrutinized for 

evidence of goals, objectives, policies, and implementation measures that promote increased 

density. The manner in which community participation shaped the planning processes and 

outcomes is also discussed. These assessments are strengthened by insights from planners and 

others involved in these planning processes. In the conclusion, the principal findings of the report 

are summarized and recommendations for fostering higher density development through 

comprehensive planning processes are offered.  

Overview of the Triangle Region 

The Research Triangle region of North Carolina is located in the central Piedmont region of the 

state. Succinctly defining the Triangle Region is a tricky proposition given multiple competing 

demarcations. At its most elemental level, the region is comprised of the triangle of Raleigh in 

Wake County, Durham in Durham County, and Chapel Hill in Orange County. Each of these 

cities is home to a major research university, with North Carolina State University located in 

Raleigh, Duke University in Durham, and the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in 

Chapel Hill. It is this concentration of universities and human capital that gives the Research 

Triangle its name. An expanded definition of the region might correspond to the Raleigh-

Durham-Cary Combined Statistical Area as defined by the US Office of Management and 



Budget. Under this classification, in addition to Wake, Durham, and Orange counties, the region 

includes the surrounding counties of Chatham, Franklin, Harnett, Johnson, and Person, for a total 

of eight counties (Orszag, 2009). The Research Triangle Regional Partnership, a regional 

economic development organization, defines the Triangle even more broadly, including 

Granville, Lee, Moore, Vance, and Warren counties in addition to the previously enumerated 

eight counties, for a total of thirteen counties.  (Research Triangle Regional Partnership website). 

However one defines the Triangle, it is growing rapidly. The chart below presents the population 

growth of the three counties comprising the core Triangle Region (Wake, Durham and Orange), 

the eight counties included in the Raleigh-Durham-Cary Combined Statistical Area, and the 

thirteen counties included in the Research Triangle Regional Partnership definition, along with 

population growth in the state and nation as a whole from 1970 to 2010 (Social Explorer & US 

Census Bureau, 2012). By any of the three definitions, the Triangle has outpaced both state and 

national growth rates in each decade since 1970. The region grew especially quickly during the 

1990s and 2000s. Of the three conceptions of the Triangle region, the region consisting of only 

the core Triangle counties grew at a faster rate than either of the larger regional definitions in 

every decade. However, the differences in the growth rates between the core counties and the 

counties of the Consolidated Statistical Area and counties of the RTRP Region have declined 

over time, indicating growth is increasingly spilling into outlying counties. This tremendous 

growth rate in recent decades has contributed to the Triangle’s spatial structure.  

 

 

 

 



Table 1: Triangle Population Growth 

Geography 
1970-1980 

Pop. Growth 

1980-1990 

Pop. Growth 

1990-2000 

Pop. Growth 

2000-2010 

Pop. Growth 

2010 

Population 

Core Triangle 

Counties 
27% 32% 39% 34% 1,302,381 

Raleigh-Durham-

Cary CSA 
23% 26% 38% 33% 1,749,525 

RTRP Region 22% 24% 35% 30% 2,021,948 

North Carolina 16% 13% 21% 18% 9,535,483 

United States 11% 10% 13% 10% 308,745,538 

 

The Spatial Structure of the Triangle Region  

Both academic literature and the popular press have noted the dispersed spatial structure of the 

Triangle Region. A national study conducted by Fulton et. al. (2001) attempted to find which 

regions in the United States sprawled the most in terms of the extent by which urbanized land 

grew faster than population. Between 1982 and 1997, the Raleigh-Durham MSA had population 

growth of 60 percent and urbanized land growth of 94 percent, leading its density to decline by 

17 percent. Of the 281 MSAs studied, the Triangle had the seventeenth highest urbanized land 

growth in percentage terms. A similar study conducted in 2002 by Ewing, Pendall, and Chen 

(2002) sought to measure which regions in the United States sprawled the most based upon an 

index of four key measures of sprawl: residential density; neighborhood mix of homes, jobs, and 

services; strength of activity centers; and accessibility of the street network. Of the 83 regions 

studied, the Raleigh-Durham MSA ranked as the third most sprawling metropolitan area. The 

Triangle ranked especially poorly in jobs, housing, and services balance, with the worst 

neighborhood mix score of all the metropolitan areas studied. It had the fifth lowest score in 



residential density, sixteenth lowest score in centeredness, and twentieth lowest score in street 

accessibility.  

University of North Carolina Professor Bill Rohe explores the Triangle’s spatial structure in his 

2011 book, The Research Triangle: From Tobacco Road to Global Prominence. He concludes 

that “The development pattern of the Research Triangle metro area is one of the most sprawling 

in the county. The area is characterized by low density development, a separation of land uses – 

such as homes and offices – poor connectivity of streets, and dispersed activity centers (177).” 

Single-family homes on large lots are cited as the predominant form of development in the 

region. He also notes the particular challenges facing the region’s signature economic engine, 

Research Triangle Park (RTP). The suburban-style office park offers an environment that 

appears out-of-step with nascent locational patterns of knowledge-based firms, which seek more 

vibrant work environments. Rohe identifies municipal fragmentation, a lack of integrated 

transportation and land use planning, and weak regional cooperation as barriers to more 

sustainable development in the Triangle. 

The Triangle’s low-density spatial structure has drawn the attention of both national and local 

media. In Time Magazine, Goldberg (2011) relates that while Raleigh has been celebrated as a 

livable city for families and makes frequent appearances on “best cities” lists, it suffers from 

considerable sprawl. The city’s land use grew 3.5 times more than its population from 1950 to 

2000. Local newspaper articles in recent years provide additional support to these observations. 

Barnett (2006) relays the opinions of several planning experts in exploring the character of the 

Triangle region, which he describes as possessing “a culture built around kids' soccer schedules, 

cul de sacs and lights out at 10 p.m.” University of North Carolina Professor Emil Malizia 

observes that I-40 is the Triangle’s true Main Street, despite nascent efforts to enhance the public 



realm of Fayetteville Street in Raleigh. Moreover, Bill Rohe believes that because the Triangle’s 

suburban image attracts new residents drawn to that model, through feedback cycles the region is 

likely to become more suburban over time. Reporting on new subdivision construction in the 

area, Stradling (2005) found support amongst many residents and developers for the region’s 

penchant for growing out instead of up. As a local developer he interviewed quipped, “Sprawl 

works…it’s what people here want.”  

  



The Literature on Density 

So the Triangle is sprawling. So what? If sprawling, low-density land use patterns reflect resident 

preferences and do not have any negative economic, environmental, and public health impacts, 

then the Triangle’s built environment would not be concerning. Yet mounting evidence suggests 

each of these points is false. A review of the literature on the multifaceted benefits of denser 

development patterns highlights the challenges before the Triangle region. The Triangle’s low-

density spatial structure may indeed compromise its future prosperity, environment, and health. 

Economic, Environmental, and Health Benefits 

The work of economist Edward Glaeser and his collaborators (Glaeser, 2011; Glaeser & Mare, 

2006; Glaeser, Kolko & Saiz, 2001) explores the economic benefits of urban agglomeration. This 

body of literature finds that cities are engines of innovation precisely because close human 

proximity spurs learning and skill acquisition that makes people more productive. The skill-

building facilitated by living in urban areas creates an urban wage premium and makes urban 

workers more productive than those in non-urban areas. Moreover, skilled people are 

increasingly attracted to cities because of the consumption benefits (culture and amenities) urban 

environments offer. Such environments are especially important to young singles, who 

disproportionately value dense cities. With a skilled populace, cities are better positioned to 

reinvent themselves during times of economic transition. For all these reasons, dense livable 

cities offer immense benefits for economic competitiveness. Florida (2002) argues that attracting 

and retaining highly-skilled members of the “creative class’ is increasingly essential to the 

economic prosperity of cities and regions. Members of the “creative class” often seek out cities 

to reside in that feature thick labor markets and certain lifestyle amenities, cities that connect 

with their aspirations. His research indicates that these mobile professionals favor regions that 



offer authentic, vibrant urban places. Compact development also offers fiscal advantages over 

conventional suburban development. Higher density housing has lower per-unit municipal 

service costs because it requires less extensive infrastructure and tends to attract families without 

children (Haughey, 2005).  

Drawing on the example of Manhattan, Owen (2009) argues that urban density offers a plethora 

of environmental benefits. People living in dense areas have smaller carbon footprints because 

they drive less and consume less energy in their homes. Higher urban density makes 

environmentally-friendly transportation modes like walking, bicycling and public transit more 

feasible. Haughey (2005) articulates that by accommodating demand in urban locations, higher 

density development contributes to environmental resiliency by helping to preserve working 

farms, open space, and wildlife corridors, and minimizing impervious surface area. 

Density also offers public health benefits, primarily through promoting physical activity. Regular 

physical activity is associated with reduced risk for a variety of health complications, including 

all-cause mortality, cardiovascular disease, stroke, type 2 diabetes, and depression. A research 

team reviewing twelve studies that examined the impact of urban design and land use policies on 

physical activity found that community-scale urban design and land use policies could 

effectively promote walking and biking (Heath et al, 2006). Frumkin (2002) examines the public 

health issues caused by low-density suburbs and the reliance on automobiles they engender. 

Low-density environments can lead to more automobile crashes and pedestrian injuries, 

sedentary lifestyles, mental health issues and social alienation, and air and water quality threats. 

Increasing density can help counteract some of these problems. For instance, denser cities 

experience fewer automobile passenger fatalities and engender more physical activity. “Smart 



growth” planning strategies that enable higher density, mixed-use development are offered as a 

possible solution. 

Changing Residential Preferences 

A plethora of planning and real estate research contends that an increasing number of residents 

desire to reside in more compact neighborhoods and districts. Nelson (2009) finds that due to 

changing demographics – primarily fewer households with children – and shifting housing 

preferences, America’s demand for compact development is poised to rapidly increase over the 

next twenty years. Because the nation’s current housing supply favors large-lot detached 

housing, new construction in the coming years must be heavily focused on attached and small-lot 

detached housing in order to align with changing market demand. He argues that infill and 

redevelopment in mixed-use areas will be essential to meeting this future demand. Combing both 

academic studies and professional market research, Leinberger (2009) argues that after 60-years 

of producing what he terms “drivable sub-urbanism,” the pendulum in real estate is finally 

swinging back towards “walkable urbanism.” Residents and employers are willing to pay 

significant premiums to locate in walkable downtown neighborhoods, and this type of 

environment represents the “new American Dream.” He cautions that “the metropolitan area that 

does not offer walkable urbanism is probably destined to lose economic development 

opportunities” (91).  

These national trends have manifest themselves in the Triangle Region as well, revealing the 

Region’s spatial structure as a potential weakness. A presentation on the future of the Triangle’s 

real estate market by Shyam Kannan (2011) of the real estate advisory firm RCLCO questions 

whether the Triangle currently supplies the urban form – mixed-uses, transit-accessible locations 

– that Generation Y will demand. He suggests that the Triangle’s suburban areas must begin to 



offer a more urban experience in order to remain competitive locations. While Florida (2002) 

identifies the Triangle as a creative class center, he cites its sprawling spatial structure and lack 

of sense of place as a drain on its ability to attract skilled workers. As early as 1984, a consultant 

study warned Raleigh that its sprawling growth threatened quality of life and the region’s long 

term competitiveness (Stradling, 2005). Today, these concerns are starting to be taken more 

seriously. An article entitled “A 'last-century' park in a 21st-century world” describes how 

Research Triangle Park, long known for being “decidedly suburban,” is considering adding 

higher densities and mixed-uses in order to better compete with other locations in the new 

economy (Chen, 2009). 

The revitalization of the downtowns of Durham and Raleigh attest to a shifting market in the 

Triangle Region. In the mid-2000s, before the economic recession and real estate market 

collapse, the market for urban living in Downtown Durham had taken off. Strong demand for 

urban living in the Triangle coupled with relatively small supply bolstered this market. A 

Downtown resident summed up the amenities of Downtown Durham by praising “The 

community, the energy, the life you can get just walking out your door” (Wise, 2005). In 2000, 

Raleigh had less than 1,000 downtown units. By 2007, it had 3,277, with 1,000 more planned 

(Rohe, 2011). Coming out of the recession, the downtowns have become increasingly popular 

locations for innovative start-ups and young technology companies. Bill Kalkhof, President of 

Downtown Durham, Inc., attributes this interest to the social amenities available in dense 

locations, and speculates that RTP is developing a new Master Plan in order to create an 

environment that offers the sort of amenities found in Downtown Durham and Downtown 

Raleigh (Chen, 2010).  



Planning Interventions to Increase Density 

While planning would seem to be well-positioned to encourage more compact spatial 

arrangements, some research suggests that planning and zoning more frequently frustrate efforts 

to meet the market demand for compact development. Levine (2006) argues that due to 

restrictive zoning regulations, the current built environment of many metropolitan areas in the 

United States is less compact than the market would otherwise produce. Levine et. al. (2005) 

conducted an innovative study examining the residential preferences and actual housing 

locations of residents in the Atlanta and Boston regions. Atlanta was built out largely in the era 

of auto-dependency and segregated land uses, while much of Boston was constructed before this 

became the dominant development paradigm. Because Boston offers a greater diversity of 

neighborhood types than Atlanta, including more dense neighborhoods, Boston residents’ chosen 

locations better fit their preferences. Levine and Inam (2004) find that low-density zoning and 

mandated separation of uses serve to constrain the production of higher density, mixed-use 

development in the United States. In their survey of 676 developers regarding their perceptions 

of alternative development, two-thirds of respondents reported that such development was 

undersupplied in their region. Over 60 percent of developers reported enough market interest to 

significantly expand the supply of alternative development in their region. 78 percent of 

developers cited local government regulation as an impediment to alternative development, with 

43 percent naming it the most significant impediment. Surveying literature on the market for 

smart growth development, Litman (2009) similarly finds that planning in many areas tends to 

reduce housing options, as large-lot housing is oversupplied while attached and small-lot housing 

is relatively scarce.  



There are many planning processes and implementation tools that can be leveraged to promote 

more compact development. A comprehensive planning process enables a community to 

establish a collective vision and strategy for accomplishing that vision. In North Carolina, 

comprehensive plans are not required, but if a plan does exist, state legislation adopted in 2005 

requires that each rezoning process in the jurisdiction analyze whether the proposed rezoning is 

consistent with the plan (Drucker, 2007). In order to implement strategies outlined in plans, local 

governments may have a number of tools at their disposal. According to Bengston, Fletcher, and 

Nelson (2004), development management tools can be broadly categorized as managing urban 

growth through public ownership and management; regulation of private development (sticks); 

or providing incentives for private development (carrots). The authors argue that the 

simultaneous application of complementary tools is essential, relating “One of the clear lessons 

from the growth management literature is that the use of multiple, reinforcing policy instruments 

is far more effective than relying on a single technique (277).”Among those often used to 

encourage higher density development are: designated development centers, infill and 

redevelopment areas, transfer-of-development rights programs, mixed-use zoning, form-based 

zoning codes, incentive zoning provisions, rezoning for higher density, and allowing conforming 

development by-right. Delineating areas where growth should not occur also acts as an incentive 

for higher density development in areas where growth is encouraged (Porter, 2007).   

Generally, strategies to make zoning more flexible are gaining traction. Levine (2006) argues 

that liberalizing zoning regulations to allow for higher densities makes sense, as the current built 

environment, which is the product of many regulatory and financial distortions, does not deserve 

to be privileged over alternative compact forms. He contends that smart growth proponents 

should more effectively emphasize the portion of their platform arguing for liberalizing 



development regulations in built-up areas. Similarly, Haughley (2005) contends that in 

combating sprawl, “No tool is more important than increasing the density of existing and new 

communities, which includes support for infill development, the rehabilitation and reuse of 

existing structures, and denser new development.” (6). At least 60 percent of developers located 

in central cities, inner suburbs, and outer suburbs surveyed by Levine and Inam (2004) reported 

that easing land use regulations would enable denser developments in their location. For 

developers located in inner suburbs, the proportion responding affirmatively was almost 80 

percent. Leinberger (2009) believes that form-based codes offer an effective tool for local 

governments to accommodate demand for walkable urbanism. Owen (2009) advocates for 

zoning that provides for higher densities and mixed uses in order to foster sustainable urban 

development.  

Despite these arguments, implementing policies that foster higher densities is difficult in 

practice. Downs (2005) contends that different aspects of smart growth appeal to different 

constituencies, making the wholesale adoption and implementation of smart growth principles 

unlikely. Efforts to achieve higher densities are especially unlikely to be implemented due to 

local resistance from affected homeowners. Examining data from two surveys of residential 

preferences in the Western United States, Lewis and Baldassare (2010) find that while 

respondents generally support mixed-uses and would accept small-lots in exchange for shorter 

commutes, a strong majority would not support higher density development in order to enable 

transit accessibility. They also find that unlike planning practitioners, the public does not 

conceive of mixed land uses, small residential lots, and transit accessibility as interrelated. 



The Experience of Planning for Density in the Research Triangle  

How are communities in the Triangle using planning processes to encourage compact 

development? Lindquist (2007) studied the 9th Street Plan in Durham and found that 

collaborative place making can build support for higher densities. This planning process 

employed small area planning, charettes, a form-based code, and place-making concepts. He 

found that members of the public involved in the planning process were more likely to be 

satisfied with proposed forms because the process emphasized the livability and place-making 

aspects of development, rather than the density of proposed development. The plan ultimately 

calls for much higher development densities in the area than previously existed. Yet Lindquist’s 

study is more focused on the planning process than the implementation policies and actions of 

the plan.  

The Triangle Reality Check exercise, held in early 2009, was a regional effort that drew 

significant attention.  ULI Triangle and Triangle Tomorrow organized the exercise in order to 

convene regional stakeholders and have them discuss future growth in the Triangle. 280 

stakeholders at 28 tables placed Legos representing housing and jobs on a map of the region to 

indicate where they believed growth should occur. The results of the tables where then 

synthesized and reported back to participants and other interested parties. One of the three chief 

guiding principles for future regional development that emerged was to “reinvest in city and 

town centers, promote compact development, density, and mixed use” (1). As an action item, the 

group also recognized the need to overcome community resistance to such development patterns 

by providing “education, workshops, and public awareness campaigns” (ULI Triangle & 

Triangle Tomorrow, 2009, 2). 



Comprehensive planning processes in the Triangle offer a fruitful ground for study. Raleigh’s 

recent comprehensive planning process and proposed Unified Development Ordinance attempt to 

provide for higher densities and help the city appeal to young professionals and empty-nesters 

(Goldberg, 2011). In his presentation “Designing a 21st Century City: The 2030 Comprehensive 

Plan for the City of Raleigh,” Raleigh Planning and Economic Development Director Mitchell 

Silver acknowledges that changing demographics and market preferences were an impetus 

behind the planning effort. The presentation notes that “The city is over-supplied on the 

suburban product and under supplied on mixed-use and urban product” (38). Durham and Cary 

have also undertaken planning processes that consider more compact development forms (Rohe, 

2011). This report now attempts to offer a more comprehensive understanding of how such 

recent planning processes in the region have wrestled with the issue of increasing density and 

how the processes influenced the final plans and their implementation measures. 

  



Methodology 

This case study analysis combines the evaluation of planning documents with interviews of key 

stakeholders in order to produce a robust understanding of how the studied planning processes 

deal with compact development. In the case of the Research Triangle Park Master Plan, which 

has not been released to the public yet, the analysis relies on secondary sources and interview 

findings. Although the case studies are fundamentally qualitative, the thoroughness of the review 

of planning documents and the depth of the conversations with stakeholders allow for 

meaningful findings.  

The Raleigh 2030 Comprehensive Plan, Morrisville Town Center Plan, and Morrisville Land 

Use Plan were each carefully evaluated for goals, objectives, policies, and implementation 

measures related to fostering more compact development. Findings were catalogued and 

synthesized in order to fully assess the mechanisms by which the plans promote higher density 

development. For the Research Triangle Park Master Plan, goals and objectives of the planning 

effort have been discerned from secondary documents produced by the park and local media 

about the master planning project. 

Eleven interviews were conducted in order to provide insight into the plan creation and decision-

making processes that cannot be grasped by a review of the adopted plans alone. All individuals 

interviewed belong to one of three categories of professionals: planners, not-for-profit 

organization employees, and real estate developers. At least two planning professionals involved 

with each of the three efforts were interviewed. All of the interviews followed a rigorous 

protocol; the interview guides corresponding with each of three categories of professionals can 

be found in Appendix A. Interviews with planners were designed to tease out how the contours 

of the planning processes ultimately influenced the final plan and implementation measures 



chosen. Interviews with not-for-profit employees were intended to learn about how their 

organizations participated in the studied planning processes and the nature of their advocacy 

during the processes. Finally, interviews with developers focused on whether recent planning 

interventions are making higher density development more feasible in the Triangle.  

These three case studies were selected because the processes all transpired recently and the mix 

of cases demonstrates the variety of contexts in which planning can potentially support higher 

density development. Raleigh is the State Capital and largest city in the region. Morrisville is a 

rapidly growing but still relatively small suburban community located in western Wake County. 

Research Triangle Park is located on the border of Durham and Wake counties and is the home 

of many corporate and research and development campuses. Examining the planning processes 

undertaken by a large city, a suburb, and a private organization provides valuable lessons for 

communities across a wide spectrum of sizes and planning capacities, be they in the Triangle or 

elsewhere. 

  



Raleigh 2030 Comprehensive Plan 

The 2030 Comprehensive Plan for the City of Raleigh was adopted by the Raleigh City Council 

on October 7, 2009, and went into effect on November 1, 2009. According to the document, 

“The Comprehensive Plan is the key policy document that helps make the city workable, livable, 

and prosperous (City of Raleigh, 2009, 1).” The Plan begins with an introductory chapter which 

explains the purpose and organization of the plan. The Framework element then reviews the 

salient issues facing the City and presents the six vision themes that underlie the policies 

contained within the plan. This element also explains the Growth Framework Map, which 

provides critical guidance on the type and location of growth the City desires. Following these 

chapters, the plan is organized around topical elements that present policies and actions intended 

to provide solutions to principal issues, such as Land Use, Transportation, and Environmental 

Protection. The document concludes with an Implementation element that provides strategic 

guidance on how to accomplish the actions enumerated by the plan (City of Raleigh, 2009). 

Analysis of Goals and Objectives 

Raleigh’s 2030 Comprehensive Plan offers a strong commitment to compact, higher density 

development, referencing this ideal throughout the plan in a variety of contexts. This emphasis is 

seeded early in the plan. In the introductory chapter and Framework element, the City’s 

commitment to sustainability is elucidated, and challenges owing to the City’s sprawling 

development pattern are acknowledged. Each of the six vision themes – Economic Prosperity 

and Equity, Expanding Housing Choices, Managing our Growth, Coordinating Land Use and 

Transportation, Greenprint Raleigh- Sustainable Development, and Growing Successful 

Neighborhoods and Communities – presents a vision suggestive of more compact development 

patterns. The Coordinating Land Use and Transportation vision theme is most explicit in its 



support of higher density development, relating that “Higher density residential and mixed-use 

development will provide the land use pattern needed to support successful new local and 

regional public transit services” (City of Raleigh, 2009, 17-18). Such strong expressions of 

support for higher density development in the overarching vision themes of the plan lend 

credence to the City’s stated desire to change its development patterns. 

Many of the topical elements express similarly strong commitments to compact development. 

The Land Use element is especially direct in encouraging compact development forms, relating 

that “this Comprehensive Plan is based on the desire for a more compact and walkable 

development pattern with residential, retail, services, and jobs located more closely together” 

(30). In particular, the element stakes out a vision for smart growth and sustainable development. 

This vision carries over into other elements such as Transportation, Environmental Protection, 

Economic Development, Urban Design, and Downtown, evincing a holistic approach to compact 

development. The Economic Development element, for instance, emphasizes the relationship 

between compact, walkable land uses and attracting the knowledge industry workers that will 

enhance the City’s economic competitiveness. The Downtown element contains a subsection on 

“Achieving Vibrancy through Density” which articulates that “To support initiatives such as a 

vibrant urban retail environment, high quality transit, and the development of new recreational 

and cultural venues, dense development downtown is desirable” (321). The plan’s utility as a 

policy document intended to promote higher density development is strengthened by this 

integrated approach which recognizes the plethora of benefits compact development offers and 

how higher densities help meet diverse planning objectives.  

City planners from Raleigh interviewed corroborate that encouraging more compact 

development forms was a central goal of the planning process. According to one interviewee, 



every credible analysis of future growth in the City suggested substantial population growth that 

had potential to sprawl out over the City’s remaining open land if prevailing development trends 

continued. The City sought to encourage growth in core and existing locations to prevent this 

undesirable outcome (Interview, February 1, 2012). Incorporating this objective into the key 

vision themes of the plan highlights its importance (Interview, February 29, 2012).  

Analysis of Policies and Implementation Actions 

The 2030 Comprehensive Plan for the City of Raleigh contains hundreds of policies and actions 

meant to realize the vision of the plan. Each policy is specifically connected to at least one of the 

six vision themes. Many policies and actions relate to fostering more compact or higher density 

development patterns. As can be seen in Table 2 and Table 3, these policies and actions span 

several plan elements and encourage higher density development for a variety of reasons. Some 

policies, for instance, “DT 1.15: High Density Development,” are extremely direct in promoting 

higher density development for its own sake. Others, such as “ED 5.6: Designing Knowledge 

Industry Workplaces,” encourage higher density development towards a specific end, in this case 

creating a vibrant physical environment attractive to knowledge industry workers. Among the 

other outcomes higher density development is enlisted to encourage include: enabling efficient 

service provision, supporting transit-use, preserving open space, reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions, supporting neighborhood retail, and providing a diverse array of housing options. 

This multifaceted approach enshrines planning for higher density development throughout the 

plan, and recognizes the multiple policy goals it can help achieve. 

 

 

 



Table 2: Example Density-Promoting Policies from the Raleigh 2030 Comprehensive Plan 

Policy 

Number 
Description 

LU 2.2 

Compact Development: New development and redevelopment should use a more 

compact land use pattern to support the efficient provision of public services, 

improve the performance of transportation networks, preserve open space, and 

reduce the negative impacts of low intensity and non-contiguous development. 

LU 4.7 

Capitalizing on Transit Access: Sites within a half-mile of planned and proposed 

fixed guideway transit stations should be developed with intense residential and 

mixed-uses to take full advantage of and support the City and region’s investment. 

LU 8.13 

Traditional Neighborhood Development: Encourage Traditional Neighborhood 

Development (TND) and planning for large undeveloped sites within the City’s 

municipal boundaries to improve neighborhood and street connectivity. Traditional 

Neighborhood Development is an urban form characterized by compact, pedestrian-

oriented design, which provides a variety of uses and diverse housing types within 

easy walking distance, and is anchored by a central public space and civic activity 

(school, library, church, or similar institution). 

EP 1.1 

Greenhouse Gas Reduction: Promote best practices for reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions as documented through the U.S. Mayors’ Climate Protection Agreement, 

the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives (ICLEI), and the 

Sierra Club’s Cool Cities Program. 

ED 2.3 

Attracting Investment to Emerging Neighborhoods: In neighborhoods with little 

private investment and low social and economic indicators, encourage additional 

development and density to enhance these neighborhoods and create a larger market 

base to support more and better goods and services for existing and new residents. 

ED 5.6 

Designing Knowledge Industry Workplaces: Encourage the development of high-

quality environments that combine office/lab space, housing, and support retail and 

services, such as Centennial Campus or North Hills, to compete effectively for and 

attract knowledge workers to Raleigh. 

H 1.8 

Zoning for Housing: Ensure that zoning policy continues to provide ample 

opportunity for developers to build a variety of housing types, ranging from single-

family to dense multi-family. Keeping the market well supplied with housing will 

moderate the costs of owning and renting, lessening affordability problems, and 

lowering the level of subsidy necessary to produce affordable housing. 

RC 2.1 

Regional TOD Strategies: Encourage a regional distribution of land uses and 

economic activities that will encourage transit-oriented development patterns rather 

than development patterns based on the single-occupant automobile. Provide for 

more compact and efficient patterns of development to support transit and non-

motorized travel. 

DT 1.5 
Supporting Retail Growth: Encourage the scale and intensity of development 

needed to strengthen downtown’s capacity to support a vibrant retail environment. 

DT 1.15 

High Density Development: Highest density development should occur along the 

axial streets (Hillsborough Street, Fayetteville Street and New Bern Avenue), major 

corridors (as identified by the thoroughfare plan), surrounding the squares, and 

within close proximity to planned transit stations. 

DT 4.1 

Encouraging Downtown Housing: Encourage high-density residential development 

in downtown, consistent with the target of accommodating another 25,000 residents 

by 2030. 



 

Table 3: Example Density-Promoting Actions from the Raleigh 2030 Comprehensive Plan 

Action 

Number 
Description 

LU 2.1 

Future Studies in High-Density Areas: As necessary, undertake detailed studies and 

plans for growth centers, mixed-use centers, and transit station areas (rail or bus 

transfer nodes) to identify areas appropriate for higher-density mixed-use 

development. 

LU 2.2 

Zoning for Smarter Growth: During the update of the development regulations, 

consider changes to existing zoning districts or the creation of new districts that will 

result in development patterns that implement the City's land use policies for more 

walkable, transit supportive, and compact development. Consider the use of 

minimum densities and requirements for more integrated mixed use development. 

ED 5.5 

Mixed-Use Zoning Incentives: Provide zoning incentives for residential 

development in and near targeted business districts with mixed-use potential due to 

pedestrian and/or transit accessibility. 

H 2.9 

Accessory Dwelling Unit Standards: During the update of the City’s development 

regulations, examine and then expand the number of zoning districts where 

accessory dwelling units are permitted. 

AC 1.5 

Density Bonuses for Art: Explore the possibility of expanding the public art density 

bonus provision for residential projects in the downtown overlay district to include 

commercial/mixed-use projects and projects in other areas in the City. 

RC 2.2 

Regional Growth Management Initiatives: Participate in regional initiatives to 

manage growth, conserve land, and increase regional mobility, such as the TJCOG’s 

Development and Infrastructure Partnership and the Wake County Growth Issues 

Task Force. 

DT 1.10 

Zoning and High-Density Development: During the update of the City's 

development regulations, define ways to manage high-density development so that 

it is sited in appropriate areas and that new developments include public realm 

amenities. 

DT 4.3 

Tools and Regulations for Affordable Housing: Develop and implement financial 

and development tools and regulations (e.g. increased density bonuses) that will 

incentivize the inclusion of affordable housing in and around downtown. 

IM 1.1 
Revision of Development Regulations: Undertake a comprehensive revision to the 

City’s development regulations following the adoption of the Comprehensive Plan. 

 

The two most important policies in the plan for promoting higher density development are 

introduced in the Framework element, the Growth Framework Map and Future Land Use Map. 

According to the plan, “The Growth Framework Map seeks to redirect a full 60 percent of this 

future growth into downtown and a series of seven city growth centers, 12 transit-oriented 

centers, and over 40 mixed-use community centers”  (City of Raleigh, 2009, 18). The text 



provides a brief description of the character of growth desired in each type of center and 

corridor. The four types of centers – Downtown Regional Center, City Growth Centers, Transit-

Oriented Centers, and Mixed-Use Community Centers – as well as Urban Corridors and Multi-

Modal Corridors, are programmed for compact infill development. This direction provides a 

general policy framework for future growth and development which is made more specific by the 

Future Land Use Map. The Growth Framework Map is displayed below in Figure 1.  

Figure 1: Raleigh Growth Framework Map 

 

The Future Land Use Map serves as the City’s principal tool to shape future growth and 

“provides the geographic framework for the City’s land use and zoning policies” (City of 

Raleigh, 2009, 21). The map contains nineteen land-use categories, several of which – Medium 

Density Residential, High Density Residential, Office-Residential Mixed Use, Neighborhood 



Mixed Use, Community Mixed Use, Regional Mixed Use, and Central Business District  – 

provide for levels of density that would typically be considered high. As the City has undertaken 

the process of creating a Unified Development Ordinance, it has decided to move towards 

regulating height rather than unit density, which will require the comprehensive plan to be 

amended concurrently with the adoption of the Unified Development Ordinance (Interview, 

February 1, 2012). The Future Land Use Map is displayed on the next page. 

Planners who had a substantial role in the development of the plan believe that the Future Land 

Use Map is the most important policy for encouraging compact development because it provides 

a clear idea of which land uses are desired by the City. In the past the City had been reactive to 

development, whereas this plan targets specific areas for growth. This clarity is intended to 

enable a straightforward entitlement and permitting process. Staff had found that dense, mixed-

use products were unduly burned under the previous approval process; this plan attempts to make 

the process more predictable and simpler. Another critical aspect of the plan in encouraging 

higher density development is its emphasis on establishing appropriate transitions between new, 

higher density uses and existing development. These transitions provide a safeguard to 

surrounding neighborhoods where higher densities are not planned and in doing so may defuse 

opposition to new development. The Future Land Use Map, as well as other policy guidance in 

the plan, provides the rationale for the development regulations in the Unified Development 

Ordinance, which is in its final stages of review. The new development regulations may involve 

up-zoning in areas targeted for growth. In all, thirty-two percent of the City will be rezoned when 

the new zoning map is adopted, utilizing a suite of new zoning districts (Interview, February 1, 

2012 & Interview, February 29, 2012). 

 



Figure 2: Raleigh Future Land Use Map 

 



Another overarching observation made by planners is that while the plan enables higher density 

development, it does not contain strong policy language to require higher density development 

or prevent low-density development. No recommendation is made, for instance, to establish an 

urban-growth boundary or enact other policies that might infringe upon property rights. The 

plan, in essence, relies on carrots rather than sticks. As the real estate market continues to show 

interest in dense infill products in the City, it is believed that by accommodating such market 

demand, the plan will foster more compact development patterns. Moreover, planners were 

concerned about the unintended consequences of strict regulations in a multijurisdictional 

environment. If low-density single-family development were prevented in Raleigh, it might well 

simply spillover into surrounding jurisdictions that are even further away from employment 

centers. One instance in which development regulations may require higher density development 

is in areas planned for future transit-service. The Transit Overlay District in the draft version of 

the Unified Development Ordinance envisions minimum building heights (Interview, February 1, 

2012 & Interview, February 29, 2012). 

A final consideration raised by the interviewed planners is that the City’s decision to pursue a 

Unified Development Ordinance with a form-based component has necessitated a rethinking of 

the plan’s treatment of density. This rethinking is predicated on the belief that height and form 

are more important considerations and more tangible than unit density. As previously mentioned, 

the plan must be amended to remove references to unit density limits. Thus, some policies 

calling for density bonuses in exchange for public benefits like public art will need to be 

reconsidered and potentially abandoned, as there will be no unit limit to negotiate against in 

exchange for public benefits. Moreover, a chief advantage of moving to a form-based code is 

that it espouses a future vision for the urban form of an area which offers predictability to 



neighborhood residents. Therefore, while it may be possible to implement a height-based 

incentive zoning provision, such a policy would detract from key strengths of the proposed 

Unified Development Ordinance (Interview, February 1, 2012 & Interview, February 29, 2012). 

Analysis of Community, Special Interest, and Not-for-Profit Participation 

The creation of the comprehensive plan provided the broader community with a variety of 

opportunities for participation. These included workshops, community meetings, roundtables, 

and online feedback mechanisms. Over 1,200 comments were provided on the Public Review 

Draft of the plan, many of them in support (City of Raleigh, 2009, 7-8). One innovative 

engagement process initiated by the City is the 21
st
 Century City Lecture Series. While not 

expressly tied to the plan, the Series brought planning experts including Donald Shoup, Reid 

Ewing, Robert Cevero, and Christopher Leinberger to the city to speak on salient planning 

issues. These lectures were very well-attended and helped build support for policy changes in the 

city such as parking reform in Downtown Raleigh (Interview, February 1, 2012).  

Generally, the community was receptive to the plan’s overall vision for compact development. 

Planners emphasized the need to accommodate development at higher densities in order to grow 

sustainably and avoid losing open space. However, controversy emerged when it came to 

identifying the actual areas for higher density growth on Raleigh’s first-ever Future Land Use 

Map. Often, neighborhood coalitions led local resistance to prescribed development patterns, and 

in some instances the map was altered in response to input provided (Interview, February 29, 

2012).  

In addition to the general public, special interest and not-for-profit groups participated in the 

creation of the plan, with some taking an active interest in the issue of higher density 

development. Concurrent with the planning effort, Triangle Tomorrow and ULI Triangle 



convened hundreds of regional stakeholders for the Reality Check Exercise. Triangle Tomorrow 

is akin to a think tank within the Research Triangle Regional Partnership that focuses on 

programming to enhance the Region’s quality of life. ULI Triangle is the local district council of 

the Urban Land Institute, the nation’s leading non-profit real estate research and education 

association. As discussed earlier, this process produced three key guiding principles for future 

growth in the Triangle, including creating vibrant centers. According to organizers interviewed, 

the process created a platform to discuss the need for more compact development and what this 

development might look like. It also helped participants grasp the connection between denser 

development in strategic nodes and open space preservation in a more tangible way than many 

had conceived of previously. To this end, the Reality Check process has placed compact 

development more at the forefront of regional conversations about future growth and 

development (Interview, February 10, 2012 & Interview, February 13, 2012).  

Following this process, both Triangle Tomorrow and ULI Triangle helped shepherd several 

regional initiatives to encourage modified development patterns. ULI Triangle has held seminars 

on sustainable land use and the feasibility of mixed-use development attended by many members 

of ULI as well as the general public. Triangle Tomorrow has focused on open space preservation 

and the value of green space, and has provided technical assistance to communities seeking 

planning and regulatory solutions to reign in sprawling development (Interview, February 10, 

2012 & Interview, February 13, 2012). An important product that has resulted from the 

combined efforts of these organizations is The Value of Vibrant Centers to Towns and Cities in 

the Greater Research Triangle Region. This short document elucidates why vibrant centers are 

important to the Triangle, how to facilitate their creation, and “Ten Ingredients for a Vibrant 

Center.” One of the Ten Ingredients identified is “Compact - or, why some degree of density can 



be a really good thing,” which articulates the importance of critical mass to establishing a sense 

of place and argues that “Higher density offers such benefits as improved security, housing 

choice and affordability, expanded transportation choices, and enhanced community fiscal health 

(RTRP & ULI – Triangle, 2011, 8).”  The document relates that a growing percentage of the 

population actually prefers to live in compact neighborhoods, and that assuming 20-30 percent of 

individuals in the Triangle prefer such neighborhoods, by 2030 800,000 people in the Triangle 

will prefer such neighborhoods. While this document was released after the Raleigh 2030 

Comprehensive Plan was adopted, by providing a multifaceted rationale for creating vibrant 

centers in Raleigh and elsewhere in the region it can facilitate the implementation of the plan and 

build public and official support for higher density development. 

Neither Triangle Tomorrow nor ULI Triangle took on an advocacy role in relation to the Raleigh 

2030 Comprehensive Plan. ULI is a non-advocacy organization and does not take a position on 

any particular legislation. However, ULI does identify “intelligent densification and 

urbanization” as one of its guiding principles and its commitment to educating the public on this 

principle is made evident through The Value of Vibrant Centers document. Additionally, the 

membership of ULI is active in planning processes even though the organization does not play 

an advocacy role. Through the participation of ULI members and Reality Check participants, 

such as Raleigh Planning and Economic Development Director Mitchell Silver, the principles 

arising during the Reality Check process were infused into the Raleigh comprehensive planning 

process (Interview, February 10, 2012 & Interview, February 13, 2012). 

One not-for-profit organization that participated directly in the comprehensive planning process 

is the Downtown Raleigh Alliance, an organization dedicated to advancing Downtown Raleigh 

as a place to live and do business. The Downtown Raleigh Alliance participated in the creation 



of the Downtown Element of the plan, in particular advocating for policies that would spur 

additional retail development in the Downtown. They also play a large role in the 

implementation of the plan, and will be a key actor in the creation of the Downtown Plan 

beginning later in 2012. This plan will provide much more specific guidance for future 

development in Downtown than the Downtown Chapter of the comprehensive plan, including 

visual renderings of desired urban design outcomes. It is hoped that this visual specificity will 

provide clear signals of desired development forms to the development community and help the 

community envision the future Downtown  (Interview, February 17, 2012). By providing strong 

representation for Downtown interests and offering the capacity to implement Downtown 

projects, the Downtown Raleigh Alliance is a leader in nurturing infill development in the urban 

core. 

WakeUp Wake County is a citizen-advocacy group that provides a critical voice for sustainable 

development patterns in Wake County, and was an important participant in the Raleigh 

comprehensive planning process. The group envisions growth that encapsulates complete, 

pedestrian-oriented streets, appropriate land use and transportation connections, mixed land uses, 

and equitable development. During the planning process, the group attended meetings, offered 

comments, and engaged with City staff. An interviewed WakeUp Wake County employee is 

satisfied with the plan’s overall vision and goals, and the Growth Framework that identifies 

specific nodes and corridors for more intense development. The Unified Development 

Ordinance, in creating more predictability for developers and promoting mixed-use development, 

is also supported by the group. In attempting to build support for such initiatives, the group 

emphasizes people-focused messages and the positive aspects of compact development, such as 

walkable and vibrant neighborhoods, environmental and public health benefits, and housing 



opportunities for residents at different stages in life (Interview, February 10, 2012). City planners 

believe that WakeUp Wake County provided constructive criticism on the plan and was a key 

actor in engendering public interest and awareness of the process (Interview, February 1, 2012 & 

Interview, February 29, 2012). As an organized and active citizen group with a clear agenda, 

WakeUp Wake County is a formidable supporter of compact development in Raleigh.  

Finally, the participation of the development community in comprehensive planning processes is 

also important to the realization of higher density development in the region. While no formal 

non-profit organization exists, several developers committed to fostering more sustainable 

development patterns banded together to provide input during the Raleigh comprehensive 

planning process as a group (Interview, February 10, 2012). An interviewed developer related it 

is critical for developers to become involved in such processes and weigh in on debates 

surrounding the location and intensity of development. It is especially helpful when a community 

is able to communicate where it desires higher density development and which uses are tolerable 

in which locations. The developer believes that Raleigh is doing an excellent job of facilitating 

compact development through its planning initiatives (Interview, February 24, 2012).  

Interviewed planners relate that making the entitlement process more straightforward was a key 

objective of the comprehensive planning process. Having a predictable and transparent 

development review process helps attract more developers to the City, and along with the clear 

policy guidance within the plan, leads to better zoning cases and better development outcomes 

(Interview, February 1, 2012 & Interview, February 29, 2012). 

  



Morrisville Town Center Plan and Morrisville Land Use Plan, 2009-2035 

The Town of Morrisville has undertaken two major land use planning processes in recent years, 

the Morrisville Town Center Plan and Morrisville Land Use Plan, 2009-2035. The Town Center 

Plan was adopted by the Morrisville Board of Commissioners on January 22, 2007, and the Land 

Use Plan was adopted on March 24, 2009, concurrently with the Morrisville Transportation 

Plan, 2009-2035. According to the Executive Summary of the Town Center Plan, “This plan 

describes a vision for creating a vibrant Town Center at Morrisville’s historic crossroads to help 

ensure that residents continue to enjoy the best qualities of small-town living as the community 

grows” (Town of Morrisville, 2007, 5). The plan contains four chapters, a summary of existing 

conditions in the Town Center, a description of the planning process and overview of the 

conceptual design, a more comprehensive description of the design, and an implementation 

section. The plan is in essence a small area plan for the historic crossroads area. By contrast, the 

Land Use Plan is a much broader comprehensive planning document that is intended to be “the 

foundation of the Town’s land use and development policies” (Town of Morrisville, 2009, 5). 

The first three sections provide an overview of the planning process and purpose of the 

document, a summary of the history and geographic context of the Town, and a description of 

current land uses and recent development trends.  The fourth section introduces the Vision, 

Goals, and Policies that are intended to guide future development, while the next chapter 

describes the Future Land Use Map and Future Land Use Categories. The plan concludes with a 

section providing greater detail on the character of development envisioned for community areas 

of the Town and a final implementation chapter that lays out a specific agenda, timeline, and 

responsibilities for implementing the plan.  



Analysis of Goals and Objectives 

Both of these plans outline a strong vision for more vibrant centers in the Town of Morrisville, 

with the Land Use Plan being somewhat more direct in addressing the challenge of higher 

density development. The Town Center Plan acknowledges that the center “lacks identity and 

presence because of the lack of building massing and any sense of scale” (Town of Morrisville, 

2007, 10). The description of the conceptual design of the area contains several references to 

higher density development. The mixed-use civic/cultural area is envisioned to contain “a 

collection of small- to medium-scale buildings,” the new residential district is thought to be 

“well suited for new housing at a slightly higher density than that found elsewhere in the 

vicinity,” and the boundary area is targeted for “a mix of housing types, somewhat higher than 

the surrounding densities but not out of scale with the area” (Town of Morrisville, 2007, 18-22). 

Thus, while the Town Center Plan outlines a vision for more compact development forms, it is 

quite tentative. This may owe to the low-density development patterns of the Town and the 

historic character of the crossroads area.   

The Morrisville Land Use Plan, 2009-2035, while recognizing the Town’s low-density character, 

is somewhat less guarded in encouraging higher density development within strategic nodes. The 

plan articulates the need to balance existing development patterns with economic development 

opportunities. According to the executive summary, the plan charts a future for “a low-density 

lifestyle interspersed with areas that provide neighborhood- or town-scale shopping, and 

employment opportunities that work together with the transportation alternatives” (Town of 

Morrisville, 2009, 3). While none of the five overriding goals of the plan explicitly calls for 

higher density development, two of the five goals are related to compact development, and are 

supported by policies that more directly address higher densities. Additionally, the Future Land 



Uses chapter begins with a set of Development Principles “that set a framework for guiding the 

design of development throughout Morrisville” (Town of Morrisville, 2009, 18). These 

principles strongly encourage compact development, connectivity, and mixed land uses as a 

means to achieve several positive outcomes, including protecting open space, enhancing the 

pedestrian experience, and reducing traffic congestion. This section is where the plan most 

clearly articulates the benefits of compact land uses. By emphasizing compact, connected 

development as a solution to many of the most serious issues confronting the town – traffic 

congestion, rapid loss of open space, and residential isolation – the plan provides a clear 

rationale for the Future Land Use Map and Categories that follow. Moreover, by recognizing the 

importance of protecting existing neighborhoods from encroaching development, the plan strikes 

a balance between encouraging compact development and satisfying local residents.  

Town planners interviewed emphasize the incredible magnitude of growth that has occurred in 

Morrisville over the past few decades and how perceptions of this growth impacted the planning 

processes. In particular, negative development impacts like traffic congestion are widely viewed 

to be hampering quality of life in the Town. As a result, in order to build support for more 

compact development, members of the Town Council were invited to tour successful mixed-use 

projects in the region such as Southern Village and Meadowmont in Chapel Hill. The Council 

responded very positively to these visits, which helped build momentum for the moderate scale 

compact development envisioned by the Town Center planning process. Planners also 

emphasized the findings of the market study conducted for the Town Center, which 

recommended higher residential densities in the surrounding area in order to create a larger 

market for the retail planned in the area (Interview, February 15, 2012).  



Analysis of Policies and Implementation Actions 

The primary policy guidance provided by the Town Center Plan is the Land Use Design Map 

and associated descriptions of desired development in the nine districts. The Land Use Design 

Map is displayed on the next page in Figure 3. Higher density residential development is 

prescribed for three of the districts: Franklin-Upchurch Street in the Historic Crossroads Village, 

the New Core Residential District, and the New Supporting Residential District. As in the 

introductory conceptual section of the plan, higher density is prefaced by words like “somewhat” 

and “slightly” in order to foster greater harmony with surrounding development. The New 

Supporting Residential District is more specific in describing the preferred density for the area, 

stating that “The professional design consultant… recommends a density of 8 – 12 units per acre 

to help provide housing opportunities in close proximity to the amenities of the Town Center and 

create a market for the commercial development such as outdoor dining that citizens said they 

would like to see included in the design” (Town of Morrisville, 2007, 30). As in Raleigh, the 

primary implementation action is preparing a new development code, in this case the Town 

Center Code. Enshrining the policy vision of the plan in a new development code can allow the 

community and potential developers greater clarity about the type of development that is 

encouraged and permissible.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 3: Town Center Land Use Design Map 

 

The Morrisville Land Use Plan, 2009-2035 is a more traditional comprehensive plan in that it 

contains a numbered list of policy statements and action items that correspond with specific 

goals of the plan. Table 4 displays the three policies that most specifically address planning for 

higher density development of the twenty-nine policies included in the plan. These policies all 

emphasize concentrating higher density development and redevelopment in targeted nodes. As in 

Raleigh, the policies clearly discuss the benefits that are expected to accrue to the Town and its 

residents. Table 5 presents the three actions that most directly address planning for higher 



density development of the forty-two action items enumerated in the plan. A new Unified 

Development Ordinance is the key mechanism for implementing the policies recommended in 

the plan (Town of Morrisville, 2009).  

Table 4: Example Density-Promoting Policies from Morrisville Land Use Plan, 2009-2035 

Policy 

Number 
Description 

1D 

Concentrate higher-density, mixed-use development near existing and proposed 

transit centers, and at activity centers to provide services to Town citizens and 

daytime employees in a pedestrian-friendly environment. 

3A 

Establish development patterns supportive of a walkable, multi-modal community, 

including higher-density residential development and complementary land uses in 

the Town Center and around planned and potential transit and activity centers. 

3C 
Encourage infill and redevelopment of existing areas as a way to promote compact, 

efficient development, and support transportation options. 

 

Table 5: Example Density-Promoting Actions from Morrisville Land Use Plan, 2009-2035 

Action 

Number 
Description 

1.1 

Amend Zoning Ordinance. Ensure that current zoning district descriptions are 

compatible with the general intent of the land use districts in the plan. Incorporate 

zoning categories for small-scale mixed use and transit oriented development. Note 

that this does not imply rezoning properties to match the land uses in this plan - only 

ensuring that matching zoning categories exist to allow rezoning upon a property 

owner’s request. This is a short-term solution; development of the Unified 

Development Ordinance in item 1.4 is the long term solution for amending the 

zoning ordinance. 

1.4 

Create Unified Development Ordinance. This ordinance revision will allow for 

important updates and clarification of existing codes, making it easier for 

developers to understand the Town’s needs. It will provide an opportunity to 

formalize the future land use map presented in this Plan. In particular, the UDO will 

take a focused look at the design of Regional Activity Centers and address 

compatibility with and transitions to surrounding uses. 

1.5 

Develop Specific Plans for Redevelopment of Koppers (former Superfund) Site. 

This site has an excellent location in Morrisville and holds potential to be an asset to 

the community. Creating clear options for how it could be redeveloped, as well as 

reaching out to developers, would hasten reaching the potential of this central 

property. A Plan should include how transit oriented development might be used to 

redevelop the site. Related to Item 3.17. 

 



As in Raleigh, the Future Land Use Map is the most critical tool for fostering higher density 

development by mapping specific areas where such development is to be encouraged. The map is 

intended to be interpreted along with the written policies of the plan and its stated purpose “is to 

graphically depict a general land development pattern that seeks to achieve the goals of the Plan” 

(Town of Morrisville, 2009, 19).  Subsequently, the Future Land Use Categories are listed and 

their function, preferred uses, and general policies and development character are described. 

Photos of encouraged and discouraged development patterns in each category are also included. 

Several categories allow compact development, among them the Regional Activity Center, 

Neighborhood Activity Center, Southern Activity Center, Business Activity Center, Corridor 

Commercial, Office, Residential (if high density), Future McCrimmon Small Area / Master Plan 

Area, Town Center Planning Area and TOD District. The mixed-use activity center districts in 

particular emphasize a vertical mix of uses, compact walkable environment, and density 

transitions from the center of the node to its outskirts in order to minimize impacts on existing 

neighborhoods. The TOD District, which envisions particularly dense development, is not yet 

definitively mapped, although the plan does anticipate that the TOD District will be applied to 

the Superfund Redevelopment Site. By articulating the scale of development desired in each 

area, the Future Land Use Map and Cateogires provide valuable direction to the Unified 

Development Ordinance and clear signals to the development community.  

Town planners believe the guidance provided by the Town Center Plan was critical in achieving 

higher densities in the Town Center planning area. In particular, the plan’s identification of a 

density of twelve units per acre in residential districts as necessary to support desired commercial 

uses in the Town Center provided guidance during the development of the Town Center Code. 

The adopted code permits densities of up to fifteen units per acre if sufficient public benefits are 



offered to mitigate the impacts of the development. This is in effect an up-zoning from the 

former limit of eight units per acre, a regulation which could not even accommodate garden 

apartments. Coupled with transition districts that smooth the transition from new compact 

development to existing neighborhoods, the plan’s policy guidance provided the community with 

a compelling rationale to accept higher densities. In early 2012, the Unified Development 

Ordinance creation process is just now being initiated by the Town, with the first public meeting 

held on February 20, 2012. The Unified Development Ordinance will codify the policies 

contained in the Land Use Plan in a similar fashion to how the Town Center Code codified the 

policies expressed within the Town Center Plan (Interview, February 15, 2012).  

Figure 4: Morrisville Future Land Use Map 

 



As in Raleigh, the plans shy away from recommending a regulatory framework that would 

expressly restrict development in some areas in order to encourage higher density development 

in others. The emphasis is on allowing the market to operate and permitting higher density 

development that might be demanded, as long as care is taken to minimize the adverse impacts 

of such development on existing neighborhoods. However, a development restriction in the 

Town may encourage higher density development in unregulated areas as a secondary effect. 

Residential development is prohibited in the Airport Overlay District in order to prevent 

residential dissatisfaction with the noise emanating from airplane traffic. This district covers 

roughly one quarter of the town. (Interview, February 15, 2012). 

Analysis of Community, Special Interest, and Not-for-Profit Participation 

Both the Town Center Plan and Land Use Plan offered community members multiple 

opportunities to participate in the plan-making process. The Town Center Plan solicited input 

during a series of background meetings, a kick-off visioning workshop, a concept design review 

meeting, and a public meeting on implementation strategies.  One notable feature of the plan is 

its attempt to educate the general public on higher density development by showing photos of 

Southern Village and Fearington Village accompanied by the captions “What do you think the 

density is in this photo?” The captions go on to explain that the photos show densities of between 

16-18 units per acre and 8-10 units per acre, respectively, and that design standards can create 

attractive, context sensitive compact urban forms (Town of Morrisville, 2007, 29). Such features 

can make planning more tangible to the public and assist in resolving public fears of denser 

development. For the Land Use Plan, three public workshops, three focus group meetings, seven 

Plan Advisory Committee meetings, and a website and survey process served to inform the 

public and solicit the community’s input. As in the Town Center Plan, an effort is made to 



illustrate desired development forms by showing photos of encouraged and discouraged 

development types for each Land Use Category. Frequently, the photos of encouraged 

development in the activity centers display denser, pedestrian-oriented development patterns, 

while the discouraged development photos show low-density auto-oriented land uses (Town of 

Morrisville, 2009). Again, the effect is to enhance public acceptance of higher density 

development by displaying scenes of compact development that is compatible with the Town’s 

character. 

Conversations with planners involved in the planning processes reveal the critical ways in which 

the public influenced how the plans wrestled with issues of density. During the creation of the 

Town Center Plan, little opposition to the overall vision was manifest. When it came to the 

creation of the Town Center Code, some property-owners were unhappy if their property was not 

up-zoned. Yet the Land Use Plan, because it concerned the overall direction of the entire 

community, provoked stronger reactions about planned higher density development. While some 

community members envisioned a low-density bedroom community, others sought more intense 

uses within the community. The Land Use Plan attempts to accommodate both of these 

competing visions by creating strategic nodes of higher density while accommodating low-

density development outside these nodes. Public input played a large role in the shaping of these 

nodes, and in some cases changed them. Community members expressed concern with one of the 

Regional Activity Centers planned for the community, and as a result the area was refashioned as 

the “Southern Activity Center” (Interview, February 15, 2012). Having a robust public 

involvement process thus produced a plan that had survived and been strengthened by 

considerable public scrutiny, and ultimately manages to promote higher density development in 

the Town. As the Unified Development Ordinance creation process unfolds, the balanced 



approach seems likely to assist in building public support for the codification of the plan’s 

vision.  

In comparison with the Raleigh comprehensive planning process, these Morrisville planning 

initiatives did not attract considerable participation by not-for-profit groups. A Technical Review 

Group of professionals involved in land development did contribute the expertise of its members 

throughout the process (Interview, February 15). Given the much smaller-scale of the Town, it is 

not surprising that larger organizations chose not to substantially contribute to the processes. 

WakeUp Wake County, for instance, did not participate in an organized fashion in the 

Morrisville planning efforts. The organization chooses to focus its resources primarily on 

Raleigh because it is much larger and sets an example for the rest of the region. As an 

organization, less emphasis has been placed on suburban retrofitting to create vibrant centers 

outside the central city (Interview, February 10, 2012). Given the ample amount of development 

that outlying towns and unincorporated areas have accommodated in Wake County, a lack of 

engagement with planning processes in areas like Morrisville may fail to realize substantial 

opportunities to influence compact development in the region. 



Research Triangle Park Master Plan 

Research Triangle Park (RTP) has served as a cornerstone of the Triangle’s economy since its 

founding in 1959. The 7,000 acre park is home to over 170 companies and 40,000 workers 

(Bracken, 2010). Yet the original development scheme of the park has not been updated in over 

forty years (Research Triangle Foundation, 2010). Some fear the park’s competitive position is 

eroding, and that it’s distinctly suburban character may be to blame. In 2010, Research Triangle 

Park had one of the highest vacancy rates in the region (Bracken, 2010). The Research Triangle 

Foundation, the non-profit board which manages RTP, decided to embark upon a master 

planning process to re-envision future growth and development at the Park. The Foundation 

hired a consulting team led by the urban design firm Cooper, Robertson & Partners to direct the 

effort (Research Triangle Foundation). According to the Research Triangle Foundation, the 

Master Plan “will consider changes needed within the Park’s boundaries to ensure RTP remains 

a pre-eminent and globally competitive location for research and development operations and a 

leading global center of innovation” (Research Triangle Foundation, 2010). Since the Master 

Plan has not yet been finalized and released to the public, this analysis relies on public 

statements by the Research Triangle Foundation regarding the plan’s goals, objectives, and 

policies, in conjunction with insights provided by Research Triangle Foundation employees 

during interviews.  

Analysis of Goals and Objectives 

By all accounts, fostering more compact development forms within Research Triangle Park is a 

primary goal of the Master Plan. Higher density development and mixed land use patterns are 

seen as development objectives that can support the Park’s overall goal of being an economic 

engine for the State of North Carolina. One of the four key principles of the plan articulated by 



Bob Geolas, President and CEO of the Research Triangle Foundation, is that  “RTP should be 

highly collaborative – a place that brings people together in new dense, urban centers with 

amenities and services” (Geolas, 2012). Other principles are that the park should be authentic to 

North Carolina, inspiring, and accessible. Research Triangle Foundation recognizes that 

consumer preferences in the knowledge economy do not favor the Park’s current spatial 

structure, and in order to remain a desirable and innovative place for businesses, it must adapt. In 

particular, the revitalization of Downtown Durham and Downtown Raleigh is luring away 

“companies that would have automatically gravitated to RTP 20 years ago” (Bracken, 2010). The 

Foundation argues that “As business and economic conditions have evolved, so has the need to 

advance the RTP land use and infrastructure to support and attract both research and other 

opportunities with our unique park environments that foster greater interactions and sociability” 

(Research Triangle Foundation). Such statements clarify the link the Foundation perceives 

between land use patterns and economic competitiveness in a knowledge-based economy.  

Interviewed planners corroborate that fostering more compact development patterns is a key 

objective of the process. The park recognizes that allowing mixed-use nodes and higher densities 

will help it attract new companies and also benefit existing companies. The Park’s principal 

national competitors in attracting companies are places like Cambridge, Massachusetts and 

Silicon Valley that offer nodes of vibrancy. American Tobacco District in Durham and 

Centennial Campus in Raleigh offer examples of such dynamic work environments in the 

Triangle region. In particular, Park officials believe such environments are critical to attracting 

younger employees and the companies that employ them to the Park.  Additionally, after the 

Park sold a large tract of land to Fidelity, Board members came to realize that the Park was 

simply running out of available land, and could not accommodate much more growth under its 



traditional spatial patterns. Moreover, compact and innovative development forms would offer 

new opportunities for small businesses and start-ups to locate in the Park. Just outside of the 

Park’s boundaries, compact, mixed-use developments like Davis Park and Parkside Town 

Commons were occurring, and the Park believed that such development types could be 

accommodated internally as well (Interview, February 6 & Interview, February 17).  

Analysis of Policies and Implementation Actions 

In order to achieve its vision for more compact development, a number of policy changes will be 

necessary. According to a newspaper article published at the outset of the process, “Among the 

changes on the table is altering RTP's zoning and land-use rules to allow for high-density centers 

that could be home to retail and residential development - things that are not currently allowed” 

(Bracken, 2010). Planners involved in the project confirm that this has become the Master Plan’s 

general framework for future compact development. Rather than recommend the entire Park 

adapt to a compact development form, strategic nodes of higher density development are 

proposed. These nodes have already been identified, and are distributed throughout the Park. The 

uses contained in these nodes will consist primarily of research and office space complemented 

by residential, retail, dining, and business and residential support services. It is believed that co-

locating these synergistic uses will create the sort of vibrant centers that will enhance the Park’s 

competitive position, while allowing other parts of the Park to retain their existing character. An 

example of the type of development envisioned in these strategic nodes is presented below in 

Figure 5 (Geolas, 2012). 

 

 



Figure 5: “A vision for the Research Triangle Park of the future” 

 

Implementing this development policy will require multiple actions involving a range of actors. 

The Park’s covenants, zoning regulations, and bylaws must all be altered. The Park’s restrictive 

covenants are overseen by the Board of Design and the Owners and Tenants Association, and 

regulate the use of land within the Park. In order to amend the covenants to allow for residential 

or other new uses, a vote of land owners and tenants is required, with the weight of each 

landowner’s vote based upon the amount of acreage owned. Zoning in the Park regulates 

dimensional requirements of development, and is administered by Durham and Wake counties. 

Research Triangle Park is designated as a Science Research Park in Durham County and a 

Research Application District in Wake County. Zoning changes that foster higher density 

development considered by the plan include up-zoning and reducing set-back and lot coverage 

requirements. In strategic nodes located in Durham, the Research Triangle Foundation is 

considering a form-based code similar to what exists in Downtown Durham. Zoning changes 

would require the approval of the County Board of Commissioners in the County where the 

change is proposed. Finally, Research Triangle Park is considered a special service district by the 

State, and this distinction limits the amount of residential development allowed in the Park. The 

http://thertpblog.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/MP-Pic.jpg


Park must work with the legislature if it wants to change the amount of residential development 

allowed. A technical appendix to the plan contains more details on possible specific zoning 

changes, although the planning team remains open to new ideas. Generally, however, the plan is 

more focused on the vision of the park than specific implementation measures (Interview, 

February 6 & Interview, February 17).   

While these policies and actions to increase density in specific areas have generally garnered 

support, the plan avoids requiring companies to develop parcels more intensely. Like the Raleigh 

and Morrisville planning processes, it allows higher densities but does not require them. 

However, Research Triangle Foundation may be able to stimulate higher density development by 

actively encouraging it in strategic nodes by working with developers and landowners, and by 

leveraging land it currently owns for mixed-use development projects. The consultant team hired 

for the planning process had originally envisioned restricting development in some areas of the 

Park while increasing allowable intensity in other areas. Given the Park’s relatively small 

geographic footprint, Research Triangle Foundation is unlikely to recommend restrictions on 

development. Additionally, the consultant team had recommended a parking limit of four spaces 

for every 1,000 square feet of built space. Again, the Research Triangle Foundation is 

uncomfortable with regulations that might limit its ability to attract and accommodate 

companies. However, some of the Foundation’s decisions go further in encouraging higher 

density development than the consultant team had recommended. While the consultants 

envisioned a height limit of four stories for the Park, the Foundation will instead allow 

development considerably taller than this limit (Interview, February 6, 2012 & Interview, 

February 17, 2012).  



Analysis of Community, Special Interest, and Not-for-Profit Participation 

The development of the Research Triangle Park Master Plan has involved a variety of 

stakeholders, including companies in the Park, Durham and Wake counties, and nearby 

municipalities. Companies in the Park have generally been receptive to the idea of nodes of 

higher density within the Park. The Research Triangle Foundation commissioned a survey of 

companies in the Park which found that mixed-use development was considered a top priority. 

One company located in the Park that routinely conducts surveys of its employees has found that 

both younger and older employees would prefer a more compact environment, while middle-

aged employees are more content with the Park’s current structure. Companies located in close 

proximity to the proposed nodes have had a more mixed reaction, with some in favor and others 

more cautious. The Owners and Tenants Association has been involved throughout the process, 

briefing companies on the plan’s progress and providing feedback on draft iterations (Interview, 

February 6, 2012). The process has involved planners from around the region, many of whom 

have participated through the Center of the Region Enterprise (CORE) group of the Triangle J 

Council of Governments. The County Commissioners and the Chambers of Commerce from 

both Durham and Wake counties have also participated in the process. Generally, these regional 

stakeholders have supported the plan’s vision. Planners believe that part of the reason the plan 

has been embraced is because it is made clear that Research Triangle Park’s intention is not to 

compete with neighboring communities, but rather to provide options than enhance the 

competitiveness of the State and region. (Interview, February 6, 2012 & Interview, February 17, 

2012).  

While few special interest or not-for-profit groups in the region have been actively engaged in 

the Master Planning process, ULI – Triangle conducted an advisory services panel consisting of 



national ULI members, researchers, and policymakers at the outset of the Master Planning 

process. This panel recommended that the Park incorporate higher density and mixed-use 

development. (Interview, February 17, 2012 & Interview, February 12, 2012).  Moreover, the 

Research Triangle Foundation was a sponsor of the Reality Check exercise, and many 

participants in the RTP Master Planning process were also involved in the exercise (Interview, 

February 10, 2012). Thus, the Park’s Master Planning process has transpired within the context 

of conversations about higher density and mixed-use development catalyzed by regional not-for-

profit actors. 

  



Conclusion 

This report has endeavored to demonstrate how the Research Triangle region is leveraging the 

planning function to encourage more compact development patterns. A plethora of research 

indicates that compact development forms offer a variety of economic, environmental, and 

public health benefits, in addition to meeting the preferences of an increasingly large segment of 

the population. The Triangle region can hope to realize such benefits by enabling higher density 

development. The Raleigh 2030 Comprehensive Plan, Morrisville Town Center and Land Use 

Plan, and Research Triangle Park Master Plan have been examined in order to understand the 

extent to which more compact development forms were a goal of the processes, which policies 

and actions were chosen to implement these development forms, and how the community and 

not-for-profit organizations shaped these processes. This section will summarize the findings of 

this analysis and offer recommendations to other communities considering how to encourage 

compact development through planning processes.  

Summary of Findings 

Raleigh, through its 2030 Comprehensive Plan, offers a strong commitment to higher density, 

mixed-use development. This support is evident throughout the plan, including within the vision 

themes and in the topical elements. The policies and actions of the plan embrace this vision, with 

several encouraging higher density development as a means to achieve citywide planning goals. 

The Growth Framework Map and Future Land Use Map are especially important in providing a 

spatial framework for development that provides greater clarity to both community members and 

developers about the type of development desired in specific locations. While the plan permits 

higher density development in some locations, it generally does not attempt to require higher 

densities. Since the City has crafted a hybrid Unified Development Ordinance in order to 



implement the plan, provisions within the plan about density limits and bonuses must now be 

reconsidered. Citizens generally supported the concept of compact development, but were more 

concerned when such development was proposed to be allowed near their neighborhoods. Given 

the size of Raleigh and its importance within the Triangle region, a variety of not-for-profit 

groups joined citizens in participating in the planning process. ULI – Triangle and Triangle 

Tomorrow helped frame the regional discussion of higher density development through the 

concurrent Reality Check process and subsequent implementation measures. The Downtown 

Raleigh Alliance advocated for Downtown interests during the process, while WakeUp Wake 

County advocated for smart growth policies and brought citizen concerns over unsustainable 

land use patterns to the fore.  

Morrisville’s recently completed Town Center Plan and Land Use Plan both contain aspects that 

support compact development forms. The Town Center Plan is somewhat more hesitant in 

embracing higher densities in the Town Center area, recommending moderate density increases 

to support active retail uses. The Land Use Design Map and associated design descriptions serve 

as the plan’s primary policy guidance and were utilized in drafting the Town’s new Town Center 

Code.  The Land Use Plan is bolder in emphasizing the development of strategic nodes of higher 

density. In this plan, a set of policies and corresponding actions are advanced, with three of the 

policies explicitly calling for higher density development. The Future Land Use Map and 

description of the Land Use Categories are critical in establishing the type and character of 

development sought in each land use category. Given the existing low-density nature of the 

Town, clearly defined activity centers and carefully articulated transitions between new compact 

development and existing development were essential to gaining the backing of community 

members. Also important in garnering community and official support was the provision of 



visuals depicting attractive examples of compact development. With the Town’s smaller size, 

planning efforts attracted little attention from not-for-profit groups operating in the region.  

Research Triangle Park’s pending Master Plan is guided by a commitment to refashioning the 

Park’s traditional suburban development model in order to make it more competitive in today’s 

economy. With companies increasingly attracted to vibrant urban centers, the Park’s leadership 

realized changes in the development pattern were needed. In order to implement a vision for 

strategic nodes of higher density within the Park, changes to the Park’s zoning regulations, 

covenants, and bylaws will be sought. This process will require the participation of companies 

within the Park, Durham and Wake Counties, and the state legislature. While the Research 

Triangle Foundation is hesitant to adopt regulations that might require higher densities 

throughout the Park, the Foundation may use land it currently owns to develop compact, mixed-

use projects in order to catalyze the Park’s transformation. It is also considering less restrictive 

height limitations than those recommended by the consultant team. Companies within the Park 

and stakeholders from around the region have generally supported the Park’s vision, with many 

companies citing mixed-use development as a key desire. While few special-interest groups have 

become involved in the process, a ULI advisory services panel that recommended higher density 

development and mixed-uses was conducted at the beginning of the Master Planning process.  

Recommendations for Fostering Higher Density through Planning Processes 

Based upon the foregoing analysis, five recommendations for how communities, residents, and 

not-for-profit groups can help foster higher density development through planning processes are 

offered. These recommendations may be appropriate for future planning processes both within 

the Triangle and in other regions. 



Construct a Multidimensional Vision for Compact Development: The Raleigh 2030 

Comprehensive Plan in particular provides an excellent example of how the concept of compact 

development can be embedded throughout an entire plan. Topical elements contain policies and 

actions that encourage developing at higher densities as a means of addressing a variety of 

issues. Such a strategy firmly entrenches higher density development as a key planning objective 

and acknowledges the multiple ends which it can achieve. The Morrisville Land Use Plan, 

although it does not contain such a diverse array of elements, also provides a compelling overall 

development framework, acknowledging the importance of vibrant centers within the Town. 

Provide a Compelling Rationale for Compact Development: Again, the Raleigh 2030 

Comprehensive Plan provides an excellent example of how a plan can promote higher density 

development in order to address many citywide issues. Rather than treating density as a nuisance, 

the benefits of vibrant and diverse centers are celebrated, particularly in the Downtown Chapter. 

The Research Triangle Park Master Plan similarly provides a convincing justification for why 

the Park must evolve its spatial pattern in order to remain economically competitive. Not-for-

profit organizations can also play an invaluable role in shaping the regional conversation. The 

Value of Vibrant Centers handbook produced by ULI – Triangle and the Research Triangle 

Regional Partnership provides an excellent example of messaging to a wide audience that 

articulates the multifaceted benefits of higher density development. 

Articulate Where Higher Density is Desired: All three studied planning processes sought to 

identify nodes where higher density development will be encouraged. This strategy provides 

predictability to both the community and developers and acts as a signal that compact 

development is welcome in the community. The Raleigh 2030 Comprehensive Plan and 

Morrisville Land Use Plan in particular are very effective in providing community-wide future 



land use maps and very clearly articulating the character of development sought in strategic 

nodes. Given the political difficulty and multijurisdictional complications of implementing 

policies that restrict development in some areas in order to stimulate compact growth elsewhere, 

up-zoning and simplifying the entitlement process in nodes where higher density development is 

desired may be a feasible solution for many communities. 

Provide for Appropriate Transitions: In order to gain neighborhood support for higher density 

development, it is critical to provide for density transitions to existing neighborhoods. The 

Raleigh 2030 Comprehensive Plan and Morrisville Town Center Plan and Land Use Plan all 

articulate the necessity of stepping down density and use intensity from nodes of higher density 

development to surrounding residential development. Interviewed planners indicate that these 

policies were essential in building public support for the plans. Without this clear language and 

policy guidance, gaining public support for any kind of density increase may be prohibitively 

difficult. 

Seek Opportunities for Higher Density Development in Suburban Communities: Morrisville’s 

Land Use Plan charts a bold future for a community that has traditionally been a low-density 

suburb. Identifying opportunities for suburban retrofitting and vibrant centers within existing 

suburban communities is crucial to fostering more sustainable development patterns, particularly 

in a region with a low-density spatial structure like the Triangle. Not-for-profit groups like 

WakeUp Wake County would do well to expand their advocacy efforts in suburban communities 

in order to maximize their impact on regional development patterns.  
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Appendix A: Interview Questions 

Planning Professional Interview Questionnaire  

Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today regarding the (Raleigh / Morrisville / RTP) 

comprehensive planning process. This study seeks to understand how recent planning efforts in 

the Triangle region are encouraging more compact development. I look forward to gaining your 

insights on how the (Raleigh / Morrisville / RTP) comprehensive planning process wrestled with 

the issue of increasing density and how the process influenced the final plan and implementation 

measures chosen. 

1. What was the nature of your involvement with the (Raleigh / Morrisville / RTP) 

comprehensive process? 

2. To what extent was fostering more compact development a goal or objective of the 

process? Why was this or was this not a goal or objective of the process? 

3. How receptive were members of the public and other stakeholders participating in the 

planning process (e.g. businesses, government entities) to higher density development? 

What strategies, if any, were employed to attempt to assuage the concerns of those who 

did not support more compact development forms? 

4. Did any special interest or not-for-profit groups or organizations participate in the 

planning process in order to advocate for or against higher density development? If so, 

what was the nature of their advocacy and what messages did they bring to bear? 

5. Which specific policies and actions embodied in the plan do you feel are most important 

in fostering more compact development forms? How did planners settle on these specific 

policies and actions to implement the goals and objectives of the plan? 

 



6. Have the policies and actions mentioned above been implemented yet? If so, have they 

produced a tangible impact on the built form of the planning area?  

7. Were there any other policies or actions related to fostering more compact development 

under consideration that were not included in the final version of the plan? If so, why 

were they ultimately not included? 

8. Do you have any final thoughts that you would like to share? 

Not-for-Profit Employee Interview Questionnaire 

Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today regarding your organization’s involvement 

with recent comprehensive planning processes. This study seeks to understand how recent 

planning efforts in the Triangle region have encouraged more compact development. I look 

forward to gaining your insights on how your organization participated in recent comprehensive 

planning processes that wrestled with the issue of increasing density and how the organization’s 

participation influenced the final plan and implementation measures chosen. 

1. Could you describe your organization’s mission? 

2. Could you describe the nature of your organization’s participation in comprehensive 

planning processes within the Triangle? Has it played a role in any specific processes? 

Did the organization participate in the Raleigh comprehensive planning process? Did the 

organization participate in the Morrisville Town Center or Land Use planning processes? 

Has the organization participated in the RTP Master Plan Update? 

3. How receptive were members of the public and other stakeholders participating in these 

planning processes (e.g. businesses, government entities) to higher density development? 

What strategies, if any, has your organization employed to attempt to assuage the 

concerns of those who did not support more compact development forms? 



4. Which specific policies and actions embodied in the plans do you feel are most important 

in fostering more compact development forms? Do you know why they were chosen? 

5. Do you believe that your organization, through its participation in these planning 

processes, has produced a tangible impact on the built form of the planning area? How 

has your organization changed the conversation about compact development?  

6. Has your organization had a role in any implementation actions coming out of these 

planning processes? 

7. Do you have any final thoughts that you would like to share? 

Developer Interview Questionnaire 

Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today regarding your experience with and 

impressions of recent planning processes in the Triangle. This study seeks to understand how 

recent planning efforts in the Triangle region have encouraged more compact development. I 

look forward to gaining your insights on how the (Raleigh / Morrisville / RTP) comprehensive 

planning process wrestled with the issue of increasing density and your impressions of the 

feasibility of developing at higher densities both before and after this process. 

1. Could you provide an overview of your experience with development in the Triangle 

region? What about in Raleigh, Morrisville, or RTP specifically? 

2. What was the impetus for you to begin to develop higher density projects in the Triangle? 

3. Do you feel it has become any easier to develop higher density projects in the region in 

recent years? If so, is this primarily a result of changes in community / public official 

support or changes in development regulations? 



4. When you advocate for a development involving higher density what messages do you 

bring to bear? Which do you feel resonate most with community members and public 

officials? 

5. Have you or your firm been involved with any comprehensive planning processes in the 

region? If so, which planning processes and what was the nature of your involvement? 

Were you involved in the Raleigh comprehensive planning process, the Morrisville Town 

Center or Land Use planning processes, or the RTP Master Plan Update? 

6. Which specific policies and actions embodied in the plan resulting from that process do 

you feel are most important in fostering more compact development forms?  

7. Are you satisfied with the direction the City of Raleigh is taking with regard to 

development? Why or why not? 

8. Do you have any final thoughts that you would like to share? 

 


