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What is “Ethics”?

“Ethics are what you do when 

no one is looking.”

- George Bernard Shaw

“Whenever you do a thing, act 

as if  all the world were 

watching.” 

- Thomas Jefferson

“Always do right.  This will 

gratify some people and 

astonish the rest.”

– Mark Twain

“Ethics is knowing the different 

between what you have a right 

to do and what is right to do.” 

– Potter Steward



Ethics in Planning
Ethics for Decision Makers

Ethics for Professional Planners



Ethics Disclaimer
This session has been created to provide general education regarding the AICP 

Code of  Ethics. Although ethical scenarios and question-and-answer sessions 

are an important part of  illustrating the application of  the Code’s provisions, all 

certified planners should be aware that only the AICP Ethics Committee is 

authorized to give formal advice on the propriety of  a planner’s proposed 

conduct.

If  you have a question regarding a situation in your own professional practice, 

you are encouraged to seek informal advice from the AICP Ethics Officer

(ph: 312-786-6360; email: ethics@planning.org).



Ethics for Decision Makers

“Ethical Principles in Planning” was adopted by the

American Planning Association in 1992.

This statement is a guide to ethical conduct for all who participate in the 

process of  planning as advisors, advocates, and decision makers. It presents a 

set of  principles to be held in common by certified planners, other practicing 

planners, appointed and elected officials, and others who participate in the 

process of  planning.

https://planning.org/media/document/9121295/



Ethics for Decision Makers

The planning process exists to serve the public interest. While the public 

interest is a question of  continuous debate, it requires a conscientiously held 

view of  the policies and actions that best serve the entire community.

Planning issues commonly involve a conflict of  values and, often, there are 

large private interests at stake. These accentuate the necessity for the highest 

standards of  fairness and honesty among all participants.



Ethics for Decision Makers

The ethical principles derive both from the general values of  society and from 

the planner's special responsibility to serve the public interest.

Plans and programs often result from a balancing among divergent interests. 

An ethical judgment often also requires a conscientious balancing, based on 

the facts and context of  a particular situation and on the entire set of  ethical 

principles.



Ethics for Decision Makers

The planning process must continuously 
pursue and faithfully serve the public interest.



Ethics for Decision Makers
The planning process must continuously pursue and faithfully serve the public 
interest.

1. Recognize the rights of  citizens to participate in planning decisions.

2. Strive to give citizens full, clear and accurate information on planning issues 

and the opportunity to have a meaningful role in the development of  plans and 

programs.



Ethics for Decision Makers
The planning process must continuously pursue and faithfully serve the public 
interest.

3. Strive to expand choice and opportunity for all persons, recognizing a 

special responsibility to plan for the needs of  disadvantaged groups and 

persons.

4. Assist in the clarification of  community goals, objectives and policies in plan-

making.



Ethics for Decision Makers
The planning process must continuously pursue and faithfully serve the public 
interest.

5. Ensure that reports, records and any other non-confidential information 

which is, or will be, available to decision makers is made available to the public 

in a convenient format and sufficiently in advance of  any decision.



Ethics for Decision Makers
The planning process must continuously pursue and faithfully serve the public 
interest.

6. Strive to protect the integrity of  the natural environment and the heritage of  

the built environment.

7. Pay special attention to the interrelatedness of  decisions and the long range

consequences of  present actions.





Ethics for Decision Makers

Planning process participants continuously 
strive to achieve high standards of  integrity 

and proficiency so that public respect for the 
planning process will be maintained.



Ethics for Decision Makers
Planning process participants continuously strive to achieve high standards of  
integrity and proficiency so that public respect for the planning process will be 
maintained.

1. Exercise fair, honest and independent judgement in their roles as decision 

makers and advisors.



Ethics for Decision Makers
Planning process participants continuously strive to achieve high standards of  
integrity and proficiency so that public respect for the planning process will be 
maintained.

2. Make public disclosure of  all “personal interests” they may have regarding 

any decision to be made in the planning process in which they serve, or are 

requested to serve, as advisor or decision maker.

3. Define “personal interest” broadly to include any actual or potential benefits 

or advantages that they, a spouse, family member or person living in their 

household might directly or indirectly obtain from a planning decision.



Ethics for Decision Makers
Planning process participants continuously strive to achieve high standards of  
integrity and proficiency so that public respect for the planning process will be 
maintained.

4. Abstain completely from direct or indirect participation as an advisor or 

decision maker in any matter in which they have a personal interest, and leave 

any chamber in which such a matter is under deliberation, unless their personal 

interest has been made a matter of  public record; their employer, if  any, has 

given approval; and the public official, public agency or court with jurisdiction 

to rule on ethics matters has expressly authorized their participation.



Ethics for Decision Makers
Planning process participants continuously strive to achieve high standards of  
integrity and proficiency so that public respect for the planning process will be 
maintained.

5. Seek no gifts or favors, nor offer any, under circumstances in which it might 

reasonably be inferred that the gifts or favors were intended or expected to 

influence a participant's objectivity as an advisor or decision maker in the 

planning process.



Ethics for Decision Makers
Planning process participants continuously strive to achieve high standards of  
integrity and proficiency so that public respect for the planning process will be 
maintained.

6. Not participate as an advisor or decision maker on any plan or project in 

which they have previously participated as an advocate.

7. Serve as advocates only when the client's objectives are legal and consistent 

with the public interest.





Ethics for Decision Makers
Planning process participants continuously strive to achieve high standards of  
integrity and proficiency so that public respect for the planning process will be 
maintained.

8. Not participate as an advocate on any aspect of  a plan or program on which they 

have previously served as advisor or decision maker unless their role as advocate 

is authorized by applicable law, agency regulation, or ruling of  an ethics officer or 

agency; such participation as an advocate should be allowed only after prior 

disclosure to, and approval by, their affected client or employer; under no 

circumstance should such participation commence earlier than one year following 

termination of  the role as advisor or decision maker.



Ethics for Decision Makers
Planning process participants continuously strive to achieve high standards of  
integrity and proficiency so that public respect for the planning process will be 
maintained.

9. Not use confidential information acquired in the course of  their duties to 

further a personal interest.



Ethics for Decision Makers
Planning process participants continuously strive to achieve high standards of  
integrity and proficiency so that public respect for the planning process will be 
maintained.

10. Not disclose confidential information acquired in the course of  their duties 

except when required by law, to prevent a clear violation of  law or to prevent 

substantial injury to third persons; provided that disclosure in the latter two 

situations may not be made until after verification of  the facts and issues 

involved and consultation with other planning process participants to obtain 

their separate opinions.



Ethics for Decision Makers
Planning process participants continuously strive to achieve high standards of  
integrity and proficiency so that public respect for the planning process will be 
maintained.

11. Not misrepresent facts or distort information for the purpose of  achieving a 

desired outcome.

12. Not participate in any matter unless adequately prepared and sufficiently 

capacitated to render thorough and diligent service.



Ethics for Decision Makers
Planning process participants continuously strive to achieve high standards of  
integrity and proficiency so that public respect for the planning process will be 
maintained.

13. Respect the rights of  all persons and not improperly discriminate against or 

harass others based on characteristics which are protected under civil rights 

laws and regulations.



Ethics Scenarios for

Decision Makers



Scenario #1:
During an online meeting, Commissioner 

Stark says he will be recusing himself  

because his wife works for the company 

applying for the zoning map amendment.  

Commissioner Stark leaves his video feed 

on and can be seen shaking his head, 

rolling his eyes, and looking angry during 

testimony.

Any problems with this? 



Scenario #2:
The Dunder Mifflin Paper Company 

is having a grand opening gala for 

the recently constructed 

office/warehouse, which you voted 

in favor of  a few months ago.  You 

are invited, and the invitation 

promises free food and exciting 

paper-related door prizes.

Do you attend?



Scenario #3:
After a controversial hearing, Councilman 

Zuckerberg posts an article about the hearing 

on his Facebook page in an attempt to score 

some extra likes.  Two other councilmembers 

make comments about the post, and a back-and-

forth exchange ensues.

What, if  anything, should be said to the 

commissioners?



Scenario #4:
While reading a staff  report for a new 

multi-family development, Magistrate 

Benson believes there are some things 

missing.  She conducts her own site visit, 

and even questions some of  the neighbors 

to find out how they really feel about the 

proposal.

Has Magistrate Benson done anything 

wrong? 



Ethics for Professional Planners
AICP = American Institute of  Certified Planners

“AICP Code of  Ethics and Professional Development” was 

originally adopted in March 2005.

The main content from an ethics standpoint are Principles to Which We Aspire 
and Our Rules of  Conduct.

Ethics make up 10 percent of  the questions on the AICP exam, and AICP 

planners are required to have Ethics hours during each reporting period.

https://planning.org/ethics/ethicscode/





Ethics for Professional Planners

Principles to Which We Aspire



Ethics for Professional Planners
Principles to Which We Aspire

1. Our Overall Responsibility to the Public

Our primary obligation is to serve the public interest and we, therefore, owe our 

allegiance to a conscientiously attained concept of  the public interest that is 

formulated through continuous and open debate. We shall achieve high 

standards of  professional integrity, proficiency, and knowledge.



Ethics for Professional Planners
Principles to Which We Aspire

2. Our Responsibility to Our Clients and Employers

We owe diligent, creative, and competent performance of  the work we do in 

pursuit of  our client or employer's interest. Such performance, however, shall 

always be consistent with our faithful service to the public interest.



Ethics for Professional Planners
Principles to Which We Aspire

3. Our Responsibility to Our Profession and Colleagues

We shall contribute to the development of, and respect for, our profession by 

improving knowledge and techniques, making work relevant to solutions of  

community problems, and increasing public understanding of  planning 

activities.



Ethics for Professional Planners

Our Rules of  Conduct



Ethics for Professional Planners
Our Rules of  Conduct

1. We shall not deliberately or with reckless indifference fail to provide 

adequate, timely, clear and accurate information on planning issues.



Ethics for Professional Planners
Our Rules of  Conduct

3. We shall not accept an assignment from a client or employer to publicly 

advocate a position on a planning issue that is indistinguishably adverse to a 

position we publicly advocated for a previous client or employer within the past 

three years unless (1) we determine in good faith after consultation with other 

qualified professionals that our change of  position will not cause present 

detriment to our previous client or employer, and (2) we make full written 

disclosure of  the conflict to our current client or employer and receive written 

permission to proceed with the assignment.



Ethics for Professional Planners
Our Rules of  Conduct

4. We shall not, as salaried employees, undertake other employment in 

planning or a related profession, whether or not for pay, without having made 

full written disclosure to the employer who furnishes our salary and having 

received subsequent written permission to undertake additional employment, 

unless our employer has a written policy which expressly dispenses with a 

need to obtain such consent.



Ethics for Professional Planners
Our Rules of  Conduct

6. We shall not perform work on a project for a client or employer if, in addition 

to the agreed upon compensation from our client or employer, there is a 

possibility for direct personal or financial gain to us, our family members, or 

persons living in our household, unless our client or employer, after full written 

disclosure from us, consents in writing to the arrangement.



Ethics for Professional Planners
Our Rules of  Conduct

7. We shall not use to our personal advantage, nor that of  a subsequent client or employer, 

information gained in a professional relationship that the client or employer has requested be 

held inviolate or that we should recognize as confidential because its disclosure could result in 

embarrassment or other detriment to the client or employer. Nor shall we disclose such 

confidential information except when (1) required by process of  law, or (2) required to prevent 

a clear violation of  law, or (3) required to prevent a substantial injury to the public. Disclosure 

pursuant to (2) and (3) shall not be made until after we have verified the facts and issues 

involved and, when practicable, exhausted efforts to obtain reconsideration of  the matter and 

have sought separate opinions on the issue from other qualified professionals employed by our 

client or employer.



Ethics for Professional Planners
Our Rules of  Conduct

14. We shall not use the power of  any office to seek or obtain a special 

advantage that is not a matter of  public knowledge or is not in the public 

interest.



Ethics for Professional Planners
Our Rules of  Conduct

25. We shall neither deliberately, nor with reckless indifference, commit any 

wrongful act, whether or not specified in the Rules of  Conduct, that reflects 

adversely on our professional fitness.



Ethics Scenarios for

Planning Professionals



Scenario #1:
Mel, a diner owner and city council member, sends an email 

to the Planning Director inquiring about the process for 

conditional use permits.  He’s concerned about a pet 

grooming store opening next door to his diner.

The Planning Director tells the groomer about Mel’s email.  

Mel says that email was confidential because it was sent from 

his melsdiner.com email, not his city council email, and the 

groomer didn’t file an open records request.

Should the Planning Director have released the email?



Scenario #1:
From the AICP Ethics Code “Aspirational Principles”:

1a: “We shall always be conscious of  the rights of  others.”

1b: “We shall have special concerns for the long-range consequences of  present actions.”

1h: “We shall deal fairly [evenhandedly] with all participants in the planning process.”

From the AICP Ethics Code “Rules of Conduct”:

#7: We shall not use to our personal advantage…information gained in a professional 

relationship that the client or employee has requested be held inviolate or that we should 

recognize as confidential because its disclosure could result in embarrassment or other 

detriment to the client or employer….



Scenario #2:
Mayor Winston has asked the Planning Director to use a web-

based platform to conduct public engagement meetings for a 

new small area plan.  The Planning Director tells the Mayor 

this may exclude residents who don’t have access to or 

proficiency with computers.  Many of  these people have 

concerns about affordable housing, which is a key element 

of  the draft plan.  The Mayor orders the Planning Director to 

move ahead with the virtual public workshops, fearing a 

delay will result in the loss of  state funds.

Should the Planning Director move forward as instructed?



Scenario #2:
From the AICP Ethics Code “Aspirational Principles”:

1d: “We shall provide timely, adequate, clear, and accurate information on planning issues to 

all affected persons and to government decision makers.”

1e: “We shall give people the opportunity to have a meaningful impact on the development of  

plans and programs that may affect them. Participation should be broad enough to include

those who lack formal organization or influence.”

1f: “We shall seek social justice by working to expand choice and opportunity for all persons, 

recognizing a special responsibility to plan for the needs of  the disadvantaged and to 

promote racial and economic integration.  We shall urge alteration of  policies, institutions, 

and decisions that oppose such needs.”



Scenario #2:
From the AICP Ethics Code “Aspirational Principles”:

2b: “We shall accept the decisions of  our client and employer…unless the course of  action is 

illegal or plainly inconsistent with our primary obligation to the public interest.”

From the AICP Ethics Code “Rules of Conduct”:

1. We shall not deliberately or with reckless indifference fail to provide adequate, timely, clear,

and accurate information on planning issues.”



Scenario #3:
Clark is a planner tasked with developing guidelines for 

vacation rentals, based on a growing number of  

complaints from community residents.  Clarks owns a 

second home, which he often lists on Airbnb to help 

supplement his income and pay for his own family’s 

vacations.

Should Clark work on these regulations?



Scenario #3:
From the AICP Ethics Code “Aspirational Principles”

2c: “We shall avoid a conflict of  interest or even the appearance of  a conflict of  interest in 

accepting assignments from clients or employers.”

From the AICP Ethics Code “Rules of  Conduct”

#6: “We shall not perform work on a project if…there is a possibility for direct personal or 

financial gain to us…unless our client or employer, after full written disclosure from us, 

consents in writing to the arrangement.”

#14: “We shall not use the power of  any office to seek or obtain a special advantage that is not 

a matter of  public knowledge or is not in the public interest.”



Orientation and Continuing 

Education Requirements for 

Planning & Zoning Officials and 

Staff



Orientation & Continuing Education
Kentucky was one of  the first states to establish orientation 

and continuing education requirements for planning and 

zoning staff  AND officials.

Regulations were created in 2001.

These requirements can be found in KRS 147A.027.

https://apps.legislature.ky.gov/law/statutes/statute.aspx?id=1646



Orientation & Continuing Education
for Planning & Zoning Officials

• All Planning Commissioners and Board of  Adjustments Members are 

required to have a minimum of  four (4) hours of  orientation.

• Orientation can be done up to one (1) year prior to appointment or within the 

first 120 days of  appointment.

• All PC and BOA members are required to have a minimum of  eight (8) hours 

of  continuing education every two years.



Orientation & Continuing Education
for Planning Staff  (Non-AICP)

• Each planning professional, zoning administrator, and administrative official, 

and each planning professional's deputies and assistants are required to 

have a minimum of  eight (8) hours of  orientation.

• Orientation can be done up to one (1) year prior to appointment or within the 

first 120 days of  appointment.

• All staff  members are required to have a minimum of  sixteen (16) hours of  

continuing education every two years.



Orientation & Continuing Education
for Certified Planners (AICP)

• Each planning professional, zoning administrator, and administrative official, 

and each planning professional's deputies and assistants are required to 

have a minimum of  eight (8) hours of  orientation.

• Orientation can be done up to one (1) year prior to appointment or within the 

first 120 days of  appointment.



Orientation & Continuing Education
for Certified Planners (AICP)

• AICP guidelines require members to have a minimum of  32 hours of  certified 

credit every two years.

• Certification Maintenance (CM) strengthens the value of  certification, 

demonstrating your ongoing commitment to excellence to elected officials, 

community leaders, and employers.

• CM providers are educational organizations approved by AICP to provide 

continuing education activities and events for CM credits (APA-KY is an 

approved provider).



Orientation & Continuing Education
for Certified Planners (AICP)

AICP members are currently required to have 1.5 hours each in Law and Ethics; 

however, starting January 1, 2022 the required content will change to one (1) hour 

each of  Law and Ethics and two new topics:

• Equity – Also includes Diversity and Inclusion, bringing awareness, understanding, 

and appreciation of  different perspectives and experiences, and striving for just 

and fair treatment in society where all can participate and reach their full potential.

• Sustainability & Resilience – Balancing social, economic, and environmental 

resources, incorporating resilience, and linking local actions to regional and global 

concerns.



Orientation & Continuing Education
• Education subjects shall include, but not be limited to, the following: land 

use planning; zoning; floodplains; transportation; community facilities; 

ethics; public utilities; wireless telecommunications facilities; parliamentary 

procedure; public hearing procedure; administrative law; economic 

development; housing; public buildings; building construction; land 

subdivision; and powers and duties of  the board of  adjustment. Other topics 

reasonably related to the duties of  planning officials or planning 

professionals may be approved by majority vote of  the planning commission 

prior to December 31 of  the year for which credit is sought.



Orientation & Continuing Education

Resources for Continuing Education

• In-person sessions (conferences, guest 

speakers, etc.)

• Virtual webinars (opportunities available 

through APA and APA-KY)

• Online videos

• Professional article review/discussion



Orientation & Continuing Education

What happens if  these Orientation & 
Continuing Education Requirements 

aren’t met?



Orientation & Continuing Education

If  a planning commissioner or board of  

adjustment member fails to meet the 

requirements of  KRS 147A.027 the planning 

commissioner shall be subject to removal 

from office according to the provisions of  

KRS 100.157, and the board of  adjustment 

member shall be subject to removal 

according to the provisions of  KRS 100.217.



Orientation & Continuing Education

• Potential for lawsuits?

• Quorum issues?

• Staffing problems?



Orientation & Continuing Education

No city, county, urban-county, charter county, 

consolidated local government, planning 

commission, board of  adjustment, or any entity 

performing local planning under KRS Chapter 

100, shall employ a planning professional, zoning 

administrator, administrative official, or a 

planning professional's deputy or assistant, who 

fails to complete the requisite number of  hours of  

orientation and continuing education required in 

KRS 147A.027.



Questions, Comments, Complaints, Etc.?

Brian Davis, AICP

brian.davis@louisvilleky.gov

Brian Howard, AICP

howardbr@owensboro.org


