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Session Format
• Series of Pre-Arranged Questions

• Take-Aways from Each Panelist

• General Q&A



Introduction of 
Presenters



Presenters
Steve Butler
Planning & Policy 
Manager
MRSC

McCaela Daffern
Regional 
Affordable Housing 
Implementation
Manager
King County

Donna  deBit
Associate Planner
Spokane

Jacob Gonzalez
Director of 
Community & Econ. 
Development
Pasco

Adrian Smith
Long Range Planner
Port Townsend

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We have a great set of presenters with us today!
Read name, title, and city



How long have you been in 
the planning profession?
 
What’s driven your 
career direction?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
ALL to answer both questions.
McCaela
Over the past 20 years, my career has spanned the public, private, and nonprofit sectors with an ever-increasing focus on building thriving and equitable communities through partnership and collaboration. 
Held positions with organizations that finance, build, or support affordable housing for the past 13 years.
I've leaned more and more towards implementation—motivated by making sure plans don't just sit on shelves.
Donna
I've been in the profession for 15 years. Started as a Building and Planning clerk, now manage the current planning group at the City of Spokane. 
I've worked for 4 jurisdictions in WA state, in long range, GIS, Parks, and current planning. I love working with developers and the implementation side of things, so that has landed me here!

Jacob
I have been working in municipal and regional government for about 15 years. I started as an intern with the City of Seattle and the Puget Sound Regional Council, before moving to Pasco and the Tri-Cities to plan for my hometown.
My interest in planning stems from wanting to learn more about how we interact with our cities and the natural and built environments. I began as a GIS intern, prior to working on regional land use and transportation forecasting before moving onto comprehensive planning.




 



How did you end up in the 
community where you work?
 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
ALL to answer
McCaela
From Tacoma. Took a move to the East Coast for grad school to underscore that the Puget Sound region is home. Important for me to work as a planner in a community I care deeply about. 
I've worked at many different levels—from working as a community organizer in the neighborhood where I lived to now working for county government
I ended up where I am today by centering becoming an expert in what I loved and being able and willing to make sacrifices over the past two decades to work lower paying planning jobs to gain the experience and expertise that made me uniquely qualified for the role I'm in today
Donna
I fell in love with Spokane while attending college at Eastern Washington University. I was not able to land a job in Spokane right out of college, but was given the opportunity a few years later. Working around the state in other jurisdictions both larger and smaller than Spokane, helped solidified my decision that this is where I was meant to be! 
Adrian: I moved

Jacob
I have always felt like I have had two homes, both in Seattle and Pasco. I spent a considerable amount of both my child and adulthood in both communities. After graduating from the UW, I thought I would remain in the Puget Sound. I took an opportunity to work as a transportation planner in the Tri-Cities in 2013, and have been rewarded with a challenging yet rewarding career since.



As a planner, what motivates 
you to get up every morning? 

(Other than a steady paycheck)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
ALL to answer
Donna – This has changed for me throughout my career. In the beginning it was to learn more about the profession, then evolved to learning more about the profession and being a beacon of hope to the public trying to navigate the bureaucracy that exists within City Hall(s), and now in addition I am motivated by my work group in hopes to being as resourceful to them as possible! 

Jacob – I get to Sound do what I love! 




How to effectively deal with 
“difficult customers?” 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Donna to answer first; Jacob to follow
Donnas bullet points:
Listen first (calm confidence!), determine the end goal
Don't take anything personally. Development is an emotional process for most 
If extremely difficult and makes you uncomfortable, do not hesitate to ask for backup. Your safety is top priority. 
If there's a frequent flyer that's extremely difficult, have them have one contact at the jurisdiction rather than exposing to multiple employees. 

Jacob
Be a listener, and be respectful. Each encounter is an opportunity to make or break someone's day. 
Remain calm
Listen first, talk second
Be honest, sometimes its okay to say "I don't know" let me get back to you



What is the one piece of 
advice you wish someone 
had given you at the start 
of your planning career? 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
ALL to answer 
Steve: Working on your technical skills is importance, early on in your career, but I wish someone had told me to Focus on building relationships and establishing a good level of trust!
____
Adrian: You cannot please all stakeholders in every project. Since you can't satisfy everyone, make decisions that uphold your community's regulations and long-term goals. 
McCaela: Try everything early in your career. It's OK to try something and not like it. That's part of the journey. 
Donna: Don't take anything personally. You will make decisions that will be reversed or overridden, and that's ok. 
Jacob: Remember the things that matter to you most. There are going to be some challenging days and long nights, and being able to rely on what you care about the "job" can work as motivation during those times.




How do you handle 
the politics related to 
your planning work? 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Jacob to answer first; McCaela to follow
Jacob: 
McCaela: Planning is a political act. We either work outside the system trying to shape plans and policies or we work within the system and are directly accountable to elected officials. I've worked at all levels—consulting, nonprofits/advocacy, and local governments—and the way I approached politics in those different roles was vastly different. It's all about building trust with those you work with and those you are trying to influence. When dealing with the politics of my current job, I try and be transparent, follow through on my commitments, always do the ethical thing, and be willing to change my perspective based on input from others.



What advice do you have 
for maintaining your 
professional integrity?

Including when you are being 
pressured or expected to do 
something at work you believe is 
not right?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Adrian to answer first; Jacob to follow
Adrian: I focus on being kind and honest with all parties. I document the involved issues, even if only for my own notes, research similar ethics cases, and ask for feedback from people I respect. Both jurisdictions I've worked in have in-house attorneys who make a lot of time for staff questions. 
Jacob: 

 STEVE (or someone else) to mention the “AICP Code of Ethics and Professional Responsibility” as something that AICP planners may point to!






How do you balance being 
involved in policy decisions for 
the community where you live?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
____ to answer first; ___ to follow?
____
Adrian: I plan in Port Townsend because I like living there, and want it to be accessible for me and my community. When I need a break, I can visit another city or talk with a friend who works elsewhere. That helps balance out talking about my job in the grocery store, yard sales, and Halloween party. 



What is your advice for 
getting work done with 
inadequate resources? 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Donna to answer first; McCaela to follow
Donna's bullet points 
Set reasonable expectations, and over communicate. 

McCaela: You will never, ever have enough resources to do the work the way you really think it should be done. I'm a big fan of work planning and project scoping, breaking things down into more manageable pieces and scoping based on available resources. Helps in communicating what can get done with current resources to the folks I'm accountable to, so that there's clear expectations about what's possible with current resources. And if I think that approach has a fatal flaw, I work with folks to adjust the approach and ask for help in how we fill the gap. I'm a perfectionist, so one thing I struggle with is doing more than what's needed. I've been working recently on mastering the "good enough" approach—figuring out which parts of the work need less investment of time and resources. 




How to transition from being 
a peer to a supervisor? 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
McCaela to answer first; Jacob to follow
Nobody teaches you how to be a good supervisor in planning school. I fumbled my way through my first supervisor roles, learning by doing and  managing people by instinct and what I saw modeled by others. If I had to give someone newly managing their former peers, I'd say invest as much time—if not more—in learning how to lead a team as you do on project work. Take the time to understand your leadership style as well as your strengths as a supervisor. Tend to the things you need to improve on, but lean into the things you are great at. It takes dedicated focus and intentionality to be good at it. Also, it can be lonely in this transition, so find someone to guide/mentor you.
____




Any advice on how to maintain 
a healthy work/life balance? 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Donna to answer first; ___ to follow?
Donna's Bullet points:
Set boundaries, and be ok with saying no. 
Communicate with your employer and family
Prioritize your health, and be kind to yourself. Embrace the way your brain works! 
UNPLUG WHEN UNPLUGGED
Ask about flexibility, and make use of those flexible work arrangements 
Don't take your relationships for granted
Seek out a positive work culture






What is your favorite way 
to relieve job stress? 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Adrian to answer first; Donna to follow
Adrian: schedule time for hobbies that have nothing to do with work. Stick to that schedule. It helps if the hobby has a set end point or finished product. Learning if a comp plan was successful takes a decade. Learning if a new recipe tastes good takes one afternoon. 
Donna: Get outside during the work day for a good reset! 




What is the most important 
responsibility of a director? 

Non-director Perspective

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Adrian to answer
Knowing about and balancing so many competing needs and issues. 
Human element: knowing their staff, elected, residents, developers, community, other jurisdictions, networking
Information element current issues in building, code compliance, and planning




What is the most important 
responsibility of a director? 

Director Perspective

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Jacob to answer
____
____




Any thoughts about preparing 
for retirement in the distant (or 
not so distant) future?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Steve to answer first; followed by Adrian and McCaela
Steve: I didn’t think I would ever financially be able to retire, so didn’t think much about it in my 20s and early 30s. Seeing older colleagues successfully retire, along with having a child and needing to think more carefully about financial planning…
Yes, you will be able to retire.
Think about it early!
Take advantage of any matching programs offered by your employer (if at all possible)
Adrian: I appreciate working in a field that offers retirement matching. I tend to add my tax rebate to my retirement fund. It isn't much, but it's building a good habit. 
McCaela: Start early. If you do, it gives you more flexibility in roles you might take later on or the ability to weather the unexpected. Also, being ready for retirement isn't just about having the financial means to do it. It's about having relationships and interests outside of your job



“Take-Aways”



Steve Butler’s Take-Aways
• Put yourself “in the other person’s shoes” to 

better understand their viewpoints
• Always keep the broad Public Interest in mind!
• Important to be internally motivated
• Be respectful of everyone, regardless of their 

position or “rank”
• Long-range planning is important, but 

implementation is even more so!

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In addition to my earlier advice to Focus on building relationships (and trust)

Be empathetic; Put yourself “in the other person’s shoes” to understand their viewpoints. 
Also, for people with whom you have a disagreement, you will usually find that you actually agree on majority of issues – acknowledge those areas of agreement and then work to resolve the remaining 10-20%. Getting to Yes book.
Keep the broader PUBLIC INTEREST in mind.
Important to be internally motivated, and not dependent upon getting a lot of thanks from the public
Be respectful of everyone, regardless of their position
Long-range planning is important, but implementation is even more so!

EXTRA
Recognize it is the private sector that will be implementing most of your community’s future land use plan



Adrian Smith’s Take-Aways
• Get to know people.
• Recognize what you love about where 

you live and work.
• Connect your daily tasks to your 

community's long-term goals.



Jacob Gonzalez’s Take-Aways
• Be Authentic  - Be Yourself
• Keep Learning - Surround Yourself with 

Challenges
• Be Patient! Trust the work.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
____
____



McCaela Daffern’s Take-Aways
• The path to finding your calling is not a straight line
• Try everything
• You will never achieve anything great on your own
• Build credibility and relationships
• Supervision is hard
• Be intentional about learning to lead

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes





Donna deBit’s Take-Aways
• Remind yourself of your 'why'. You picked 

this profession after all!
• Explore the profession. Planning covers so 

much!
• Burnout is a real thing. Try not to get to 

that point!

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
____
____




Questions & Comments
from the Audience



THANK YOU!



EXTRA SLIDES
(Just in Case We Have Extra Time)



How do you afford to be a 
planner in your community? 

Extra Slide

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
____ to answer first; ___ to follow?
____
____




How should planners 
promote making our 
profession more inclusive?
 

Extra Slide

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
ALL to answer
____
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