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Lean 
Governing
Lean Governing is not government reform. It is the action-focused exercise of 
collective will by local elected officials and citizens. It is a process of discovery, of 
robust experimentation and learning by doing. How might Lean Governing be 
applied in places where local leaders believe in Lean Urbanism and want to support 
it? The term Lean Governing is used here to connote a network of distributed 
leadership among public entities, citizens and businesses, focused not on a massive, 
long-term reform of government, but rather on robust experimentation with 
alternative models through a set of opportunistic partnerships.

Distributed Leadership

Lean Urbanism enables real estate development 
by smaller players than is the case with typical 
development. It is to be achieved in part through 
the lightening of red tape in Pink Zones that are 
applied at the level of the block, corridor, dis-
trict, or neighborhood. It also focuses on the 
incremental development of smaller parcels, 
which enables the smaller players by requiring 
less money and time, and not coincidentally re-
sults in better buildings and better urbanism. 
The Project for Lean Urbanism is searching for 
successful strategies to make small possible.

Lean Development is expected to take place 
in largely self-governing neighborhoods, using 
organizational structures such as Home Own-
er Associations, Public Benefit Corporations, 
Community Development Corporations, Busi-
ness Improvement Districts, or some combina-
tion yet to be invented. 

The focus of this paper is on the relationship 
between these Lean neighborhoods and the 
larger cities or towns of which they are a part, in 
particular the roles of cities and neighborhoods 
in the planning and regulation of development. 

The Key Role of the Local Elected 
Official

The most potent force for the creation of Lean 
Governing is the local elected official who be-
lieves in Lean Urbanism, and his or her key ap-
pointees. The best of them are decisive, good del-
egators, and provide necessary “cover” to protect 
their subordinates. They desire to re-establish the 
link of mutual responsibility between citizen and 
elected official, but lack the luxury of time to re-
form the basic structure of government.

They are impatient to get the job done. They are 
inheritors of bureaucracies not of their own mak-
ing, and live in the most normative governmental 
structure of any country in the world, with rules 
and regulations governing every minute detail of 
life, mostly imposed on localities by state and fed-
eral government.

To be successful, they become masters of distrib-
uted leadership, nurturing the initiative of the 
most entrepreneurial and competent individuals 
in the system, or ones they can bring in from the 
outside. They make direct connection with citi-
zens, unleashing their creative energies.

How We Got Here

Lean Governing is a means of working around 
the sclerotic nature of American government at 
all levels. That sclerosis was a long time in the 
making.

Throughout the 19th century, industrial oligarchs 
used the courts to constrain the power of public 
officials and keep them out of their way, culmi-
nating in Dillon’s Rule, the court decision that 
made localities into powerless children of the 
states. In the first part of the 20th century, pro-
gressives pushed back, diminishing the power of 
the courts and the oligarchs, and expanding the 
power of public officials, who broke up the trusts 
and the nepotistic kleptocracies common at the 
state and local level. This reached a crescendo 
with the activist programs of the New Deal to end 
the Depression, and then with the mobilization 
for World War II.

The progressives were on the right track in push-
ing back at the plutocrats and enabling effective 
public action by relatively unchained officials. The 
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administrative state they created, with its con-
stituent elements such as the civil service and a 
professional department structure, were improve-
ments over nepotism and kleptocracy, particularly 
as practiced within an ethic of distributed leader-
ship. It worked pretty well for the first half of the 
20th century.

Governing

Starting in the 1950s and accelerating in the ‘60s, 
the left and the right, each for its own reason, 
combined to constrain the discretion of public 
officials through the enactment of regulations 
that prescribed action in minute detail. At the 
same time, the growth of public employee unions 
further constrained management discretion, and 
spates of petty corruption spawned rigid procure-
ment rules.

The administrative state simply does not work 
anymore. Nowhere in our country — which was 
once able to mobilize for and win WWII in just 
five years — can even a medium-sized develop-
ment project get designed, permitted and built in 
that amount of time today. The administrators 
have been neutered by regulations and work rules. 
No one in the system has the power to tame the 
bureaucracy. 

We no longer have the rule of law, the setting of 
boundaries for the reasonable exercise of common 
sense. This has been replaced with the rule of rules. 
Our government structures at the local, state and 
federal levels are a particularly bad fit for these dy-
namic, complex and unpredictable times. We need 
structures of governing, rather than government, 
that are more flexible, more entrepreneurial, more 
networked and more directly engaging of citizens 
in both planning and execution — with the goal 
of delivering higher quality government services 
at lower cost, enabling private development proj-
ects more quickly and at lower cost, and adapting 
rapidly to changes in conditions and citizen needs.

Planning

When rationalism first made its appearance in the 
Enlightenment, it was a balancing idea to check 
the excesses of the unbridled passions of the dom-
inant traditional world of that time. It gave us the 
gift of constitutional government. But as ratio-
nalism has become the dominant idea, without 
anything to balance it, it morphed into a hyper-ra-
tionalism that devalues common sense and com-
munity values and individual autonomy, substitut-
ing rules and standards for collective wisdom and 
official discretion and responsibility. The public 
role in the planning and regulation of develop-
ment at the local level is a particularly egregious 
example of this larger hyper-rationalist culture. 

The problem with planning, as it is often practiced 
at the municipal level, is that it assumes stable con-
ditions, and creates fixed responses to them. It is 
linear and rigid. And there is often a deep strain 
of hyper-rationalism that underlies it, the notion 
that the world can be reduced to a set of objective, 
value-free rules. This model worked modestly well 
in the slower, less complex world of the industri-
al age, but is no longer a good fit for our times. 
Today, planning, or what might better be called 
non-linear strategy, or design thinking, needs to 
be iterative and comfortable with the subjective, 
with values. Drawing from ecology and social net-
working, it should view the world as a network 
of networks where the city and its neighborhoods 
form a complex, adaptive system that responds to 
and co-evolves with dynamic conditions. 

Conditions, Capabilities, and Catalysts

Non-linear planning/design poses three ques-
tions:
•	What are the key existing and emerging condi-

tions (local, regional, national, global) that affect 
the locality, or the neighborhood?

•	What network of capabilities does the locality or 
neighborhood need in order to exploit the con-
ditions and shape its future? 

•	Which projects could serve as catalysts to 
strengthen the critical capabilities and network 
linkages?

Having a capability is more important than having 
an asset. The term capability is more active, while 
asset is more passive. A capability is the ability to 
achieve results by using one or several assets. 

Most city governments and virtually all neigh-
borhoods lack the capabilities necessary to shape 
their future, and frequently do not have sufficient 
resources to build them. Success requires the cre-
ation of a mutually beneficial network with oth-
er organizations, neighborhoods and cities that 
possess the missing capabilities. Most cities, their 
neighborhoods, the organizations that operate 
within them, and the people who live and work 
there, are often unconscious of their capabilities. 
When people within and outside a city, a neigh-
borhood or organization become more conscious 
of their capabilities, they become more comfort-
able applying them in new and inventive ways.

This strategy framework, based on the three ques-
tions posed above, involves three steps that in-
dividuals and teams need to follow to shape the 
future of a neighborhood or city.

•	Analyze emerging conditions to be aware of op-
portunities.

•	Identify the capabilities needed to take advan-
tage of the opportunities.

•	Use catalytic projects to cultivate capabilities, es-
tablish and strengthen networks of partners, and 
align them with conditions.
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This construct of conditions, capabilities and cat-
alytic projects is an interrelationship, rather than 
a linear process. Conditions analysis is not a one-
time or even episodic event. It must be continu-
ous, because new capabilities are required as new 
conditions emerge. Catalytic projects generate 
capabilities and can change local conditions. The 
process is a dance that emerges as it unfolds, in 
any sequence of the steps, and in an expression 
that the people applying it choose — fast, slow, 
and in a rhythm tuned to their needs and their 
local context.

Getting Things Done

How does a local leader empower and partner 
with self-governing neighborhoods? And how 
does a local leader create a culture that encourages 
groups of individuals to just make places without 
asking anyone for permission? 

The first step is to nurture relationships of trust, 
building a network incrementally and opportu-
nistically, creating coalitions of willing local and 
neighborhood leaders who mutually define their 
roles as they go, informed by these foundational 
ideas:

•	A city or town is not a family, with the mayor 
and staff as parents and the citizens as children. 
It is a group of adults who have to figure out how 
to work together in their various roles.

•	Left to their own devices, a group of adults will 
evolve a model of distributed, networked leader-
ship among themselves, where responsibility for 
both decision-making and action is at the lowest 
competent level.

•	This is not a disembodied assignment of roles 
to different levels. It is a human network of re-
lationships between local and neighborhood 
leaders of mutual respect and support, where a 
critical aspect of “competence” at each level is 
knowledge of, and relationships with, the oth-
er level. The local leader helps to get resources 
to those leaders at the neighborhood level who 
show the most initiative, using tools such as the 
Lean Scan to identify the most likely partners.

•	In a system of distributed, networked leadership, 
there needs to be a taking of power by the neigh-
borhood as much as a giving of power by the 

city or town, else the neighborhood is simply be-
ing co-opted by the city or town. There must be 
agency and autonomy at both the city/town and 
neighborhood level, and the neighborhood must 
view itself as self-directed, not simply delegated 
to, whether or not that is legally the case.

Following are a few specific principles and tactics 
that local elected officials and their appointees 
might employ to create a system of distributed, 
networked leadership to drive Lean Development 
at the neighborhood level, and which neighbor-
hood leaders could use to drive development at 
the parcel and block level:

•	Do not do for someone else that which they can 
do for themselves.

•	Make as few rules as possible, using them to 
define goals and boundaries rather than to pre-
scribe action in minute detail.

•	Make leadership circles as porous as possible and 
welcoming of newcomers.

•	Where possible, break up development parcels, 
processes and power structures into smaller 
pieces that enable a broader range of players.

•	Don’t develop real estate and systems of gover-
nance all at once; let them evolve over time.

•	If there is a reservoir of cheap space in the form 
of old buildings, hang onto as many of them as 
possible in as close to as-is condition as possible, 
as that will ensure the greatest diversity of peo-
ple and uses at the lowest cost.

•	Make it possible to build affordably, without sub-
sidy.

•	Experiment with new forms of HOAs, PBCs, 
BIDs, CDCs and other types of organizations 
that enable neighborhoods to take a direct role 
in their own development.

Conclusion

Lean Governing is not government reform. It is 
the action-focused exercise of collective will by lo-
cal elected officials and citizens. It is a process of 
discovery, of robust experimentation and learning 
by doing.
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