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Abstract

The concept of sustainable development has evolved from a focus primarily on environ
mental issues to a more balanced approach that consists of environmental, economic, and 
societal elements. Local efforts to promote environmentalism and economic growth are 
not mutually exclusive, but questions remain on the types of policies that integrate these 
efforts. In this article, we explain the adoption of policies that aim to reduce development 
costs for businesses that integrate environmental protection and energy conservation 
measures into their investments. The empirical analysis is based on a national survey of 
local sustainability policy conducted in 2010. A series regression model provides evidence 
of business interests and the mediating influence political institutions have on policy 
adoption.

Introduction
Within academia and professional associations, relatively strong agreement exists on the need 
for local governments to design and implement policies that are oriented toward sustainability 
(Leuengerger and Bartle, 2009). The concept of sustainability focuses on the long-term policy and 
planning goal of maintaining a social-environmental system that is in balance (Campbell, 1996; 
Jepson, 2004). Sustainable development—as a guiding principle for local growth policies—has 
evolved from a focus primarily on environmental issues to a more integrated approach that consists 
of environmental, economic, and societal dimensions (Fiorino, 2010; Mazmanian and Kraft, 2009).

Understanding local sustainable development policy is important, because cities represent the 
principal jurisdictional unit that develops governance structures that affect local growth and the 
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environment (Bulkeley and Betsill, 2003; Portney, 2003). Local governments have long been active 
in designing and implementing policies to improve their economic competiveness. Cities have also 
become increasingly active in crafting policies that provide economic opportunities for all who are 
eligible and supporting economic growth that consumes limited resources efficiently. Reconciling 
these objectives is not easily accomplished. Among the reasons are the intense competition and 
conflict over policy benefits among local interests that play out in political arenas (Hawkins, 2011).

Even with such conflict, economic growth and environmentalism do not have to be mutually 
exclusive objectives (Feiock and Stream, 2001; Portney, 2003). In this article, we focus on policies 
that are commonly associated with a supply-side approach to development but that aim to reduce 
development costs for businesses that integrate environmental protection and energy conservation 
measures into their investments. Through incentives that promote green technology, onsite renew-
able energy systems, and Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) certification, 
environmentalism and development do not represent an either/or proposition. Rather, cities can 
integrate environmental objectives into their pursuit of economic growth with policies that encour-
age new building and with land development that minimizes resource consumption.

Unlike most previous research on sustainable development, this study specifically identifies policies 
that integrate environmental and energy issues into development incentives. Our main objective 
is to explain the variation in the use of these policies by U.S. cities. Tradeoffs, however, can occur 
between a policy instrument and the extent to which a local government can capture the resultant 
benefits. To demonstrate how these tradeoffs may factor into policy decisions, we discuss the poli-
cies in this study as having the potential to (1) provide place-based benefits that address structural 
conditions of a locality, (2) shape the benefits provided to different local interest groups, and  
(3) generate symbolic benefits for local elected officials.

To frame our discussion on these points, we turn to the literature on local governing institutions 
and interest groups (Feiock, Tavares, and Lubell, 2008; Hawkins, 2011; Lubell, Feiock, and Ramirez, 
2005; Ramirez, 2009). This literature suggests that sustainable development efforts at the local 
level are influenced by the demands placed on appointed and elected officials and by the respon-
siveness and political behavior of different governing institutions. Depending on the institutional 
arrangement and the activity of local interests, some sustainable development policy tools are likely 
to be used more or less frequently. Feiock, Tavares, and Lubell (2008) suggest that the adoption 
of policies that shape the benefits to business interests takes place in a “political market,” in which 
these private interests seek to change the policy environment. Political institutions mediate the 
demands of private actors and the willingness of public officials to supply the policies these interest 
groups desire (Clingermayer and Feiock, 2001; Jeong, 2006; Lubell, Feiock, and Ramirez, 2005). 
We apply this theoretical explanation to sustainable development to improve our understanding of 
the challenges and opportunities cities face in pursuing the objectives posed by Campbell (1996) 
and others: Do environmentalism and city development efforts have to work in opposite directions?

In the next section, we discuss common approaches to economic development and the ways in 
which cities integrate environmental objectives into development policy. We subsequently describe 
the localized benefits that potentially shape decisions on policy adoption. We then discuss our 
data collection, variable measures, and model specification. We then present the results, and the 
conclusion addresses implications for theory and avenues for future research.
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Sustainable Development Policy
The concept of sustainable development often refers to physical, social, and economic development 
that avoids problems such as exhaustion of natural resources, ecosystem destruction, and pollution 
(Wang et al., 2012; Wheeler, 1998). In this article, we adopt Wheeler’s (1998: 438) simple and 
relatively straightforward definition of sustainable development—“development that improves the 
long-term health of human and ecological systems.” Of the three commonly referenced dimensions 
of sustainable development (social, environmental, and economic), this article focuses primarily 
on the economic dimension, but, as we discuss in this section, categorizing local policies along 
these lines and according to policy subcategories can be fraught with difficulty. Nonetheless, this 
approach provides some organizing structure to a concept that is likely to become more compli-
cated in the future as local governments expand their activities and become more sophisticated in 
developing and applying sustainable development policy.

Approaches to Economic Development
Local governments are perceived to have a strong interest in economic development for a wide 
variety of reasons. Growth can be strongly tied to a city’s fiscal well-being, development supports 
the provision of adequate public services, and private-sector investment improves job opportuni-
ties and diversifies the local employment base. Previous research has also argued that local leaders 
mobilize public resources to move their locality up within a “system of cities” and to portray a 
friendly image to businesses (Lewis and Neiman, 2009; Pagano and Bowman 1998). In more 
instances than not, cities pursue economic development in a competitive fashion with neighboring 
government units.

Provided this context, cities continue to use what are commonly referred to as “supply-side” policies 
as part of their economic development efforts (Eisinger, 1988; Reese, 2006; Reese and Rosenfeld, 
2004). A supply-side approach is recognized primarily as government attempts to stimulate invest-
ment by reducing the production costs incurred by a business in a specific locality. These efforts 
come in the form of tax incentives, subsidies and abatements, loan guarantees, industrial revenue 
bonds, infrastructure development, and less restrictive regulatory policies. Tax incentives and 
subsidies have been used extensively to stimulate economic growth and have garnered a great deal 
of attention in the policy literature. Incentives continue to outpace spending for other economic 
development strategies (Peters and Fisher, 2004), and development subsidies and the improvement 
of land to spur private business investment remain popular policy tools (Blakely and Leigh, 2010). 

This approach is not without its critics (see Bartik, 2005), who argue that tax incentives merely 
relocate investment across a region, are an only marginal factor in firm location decisions, and 
escalate competition among communities. These strategies may also increase the costs of economic 
development efforts and redirect public resources away from social or educational programs. 
Moreover, tax incentives tend to benefit higher income groups disproportionately.

A more comprehensive approach to economic development pursued by local governments is to 
employ “demand-side” policy tools in conjunction with supply-side strategies (Eisinger, 1988). 
A demand-side approach aims to develop new local capital and markets and to enhance economic 
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growth by promoting a well-prepared labor force and the development or expansion of indigenous 
firms. This approach is also associated with public-sector activism aimed at lower income groups 
and a more bottom-up or social-capital path to economic prosperity. Human capital development 
policies, for example, attempt to build the skill levels and work-related aptitudes of the local labor 
force through job training, entrepreneurship support, apprenticeship programs, and basic school 
system reform. The assumption is that improved skills will lead to better wages and the creation of 
businesses that add value to the economy.

Economic development, of course, is no different than most policy areas in which local activities 
and tools work in tandem. Many argue, in fact, that for local governments to be successful in busi- 
ness recruitment and retention, they should employ policies as a bundle rather than as distinct 
and mutually exclusive efforts (Blakely and Leigh, 2010). Previous research has noted that shifts 
in policy focus are quite noticeable in economic development (Reese and Rosenfeld, 2004). Many 
local officials have moved from emphasizing the cost of doing business in their community to focus
ing on creating a good business climate and establishing partnerships arrangements with private-
sector and nongovernmental organizations to support local growth. Many communities have also 
moved toward taking a broad and holistic approach that focuses on quality-of-life issues. Thus, the  
distinction between various approaches to economic development is often blurred because of the  
varied mix of tools that are likely to be employed simultaneously for a specific development project.

For some development policy, however, common underlying characteristics remain. It is necessary 
to isolate these characteristics to determine the extent to which environmental concerns are being 
integrated into their use. Reese (2006: 368) wrote, for example, that “because it is impossible to 
create typologies that match all conditions and that all researchers find useful and acceptable, it 
is valuable to provide new perspectives that can serve as the basis for further exploration.” To 
accomplish this objective, she employed cluster analysis to create typologies of cities based on the 
intensity of use of 34 economic development policies during a 5-year period for 752 U.S. cities and 
45 communities in Canada. She eventually developed six conceptually different categories, with 
many cities (195) classified as having a “traditional” policy profile. These cities rely heavily on tax 
abatements and incentives.

Applying these tools without conditioning their use and the resultant development effects on the 
environment can undermine local sustainability efforts. Thus, the continued emphasis on incen-
tives that best characterize the supply-side approach raises the question of how local governments 
integrate these policies with environmental protection and energy conservation. Local govern-
ments, through their regulatory powers, have considerable influence on land use planning, codes, 
ordinances, and standards for new construction that can encourage energy efficiency and conserva-
tion. Improving these efforts has implications for sustainability because economic incentives are 
commonly associated with development projects that alter land use patterns and can have negative 
effects on the environment. We discuss this concept in greater detail in the following section.

Integrating Policy for Sustainable Development
The concept of sustainable development suggests that local governments should consider ways 
to integrate environmental issues with development policy within and across policy domains. 
For example, in a review of studies on sustainable development, Saha and Paterson (2008: 25) 
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categorized “tax incentives for environmentally friendly development” as an economic development 
strategy. Thus, even within one policy area, such as economic development, specific actions can 
serve what may appear to be competing objectives. Based on a national survey of local governments, 
Wang et al. (2012) considered 23 economic-sustainability measures that focus on the need for cities 
to maintain economic competitiveness while using less energy and fewer resources. The policies 
in their study reflected the local government’s strategic investments in businesses and economic 
development programs that focus on resource protection and energy conservation.

Land development is one critical component in improving sustainability because of the associated 
resource use and potential environmental effects. Buildings, for example, accounted for 39 percent 
of energy consumption and 68 percent of electricity consumption in 2002, and because construc-
tion is expected to increase (by 2030, approximately one-half of buildings will have been built after 
2000, according to some estimates), it has a significant effect on the natural environment (Nelson, 
2004). Integrating energy resource and environmental protection measures into development 
policies is a key element of sustainable development. For example, based on a survey of U.S. cities 
with populations of more than 50,000, the American Institute of Architects identified a variety of 
green building programs and local sustainability efforts tied to economic development. Expedited 
permit processing (Gainesville, Florida), loans and grants for green improvements (Washington, 
D.C.), density bonuses (Acton, Maine), permit fee waivers (San Antonio), subsidizing fees for green 
building certification (Las Vegas), property tax abatement (Baltimore County, Maryland), and 
subsidizing efficient appliance or building system components are examples of specific community 
policies identified in the report (Rainwater, 2007; Retzlaff, 2008).

One way for local governments to pursue sustainable development is to integrate environmental 
and energy issues into development policies by promoting more green development through 
LEED. Building assessment systems, such as LEED, provide standardized information for local 
officials to measures the sustainability of buildings and are commonly used to rate, rank, or assess 
how buildings address environmental concerns (Retzlaff, 2008). Buildings recognized as meeting 
sustainability goals based on such an assessment system enable communities and property owners 
to promote and market the building’s energy efficiency, water conservation, site selection, materi-
als, waste management, and indoor environmental quality. Integrating energy use in the develop-
ment and operations of buildings should have a positive effect on the environment and long-term 
health of a community. LEED rating systems are now available for new commercial construction 
and major renovation, existing building operations and maintenance, commercial interior projects, 
and core and shell development projects (Rainwater, 2007; USGBC, 2007).

Other research evidence has suggested that some cities are active in integrating environmental 
and energy issues into development policy (although they leave much room for using financial 
incentives). For example, the results of a national International City/County Management Associa-
tion survey reported by Svara, Read, and Moulder (2011) indicate that 7 out of 10 cities assign 
a very high priority to the economy but have only modest sustainability activity. Approximately 
70 percent of respondents to Feiock and Francis’ (2011) survey of midsized cities indicated that 
attracting green industries was at least “somewhat important” to their city’s overall economic devel-
opment strategy. Respondents, however, indicated only modest support for green-sector develop-
ment in the form of financial incentives that encourage the use of energy-efficient technologies in 
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new development. Of the responding cities, only 19.5 percent provided such incentives. Fewer 
cities in that sample were also willing to alter permitting practices for industries that promote 
green practices (11.0 percent) or to relax regulatory or review processes for private developments 
that incorporate energy-efficient technologies (6.0 percent). Based on a sample of 215 cities, Saha 
and Paterson (2008) found that only 9 percent of the cities used tax incentives for environmentally 
friendly development. These studies suggest that cities are beginning, albeit with what appear to be 
only modest attempts, to integrate economic development efforts with environmental protection 
and energy conservation.

It may be unlikely that researchers will ever identify a comprehensive set of indicators of sustain-
able development activities at the local level. One challenge is that local governments are continu-
ally improving their activities and implementing innovative tools and governance mechanisms 
that fit their unique context. Moreover, the concept of sustainable development has undoubtedly 
seeped into different policy areas, so that significant overlap is likely among local policy issues. At 
one point in time, a policy may have been recognized strictly as an economic development policy. 
Now, it may be considered a mechanism to minimize environmental harm and reduce energy 
consumption. Because of the continued use of business tax abatements and financial incentives, it 
is important to identity whether cities are incorporating environmental issues into these policies. 
In the following section, we discuss how the localized benefits that may accrue from these policies 
may influence local decisions.

Localized Policy Benefits: Explanations for Adopting 
Sustainable Development Policies
The localized nature of some sustainable development policies may influence their use, because the 
policy (1) provides place-based monetary benefits to a locality, (2) provides benefits to different 
local interest groups, and (3) generates symbolic benefits for local officials. In this section, we 
discuss these explanations in greater detail and provide corresponding hypotheses.

Place-Based Benefits
Building consensus on sustainable development is a challenge, because containing the benefits of  
local efforts wholly within municipal borders is extremely difficult (Sharp, Daley, and Lynch, 2011).  
Equitable access to resources and economic opportunity that improve one’s livelihood, for example, 
are key aspects of the social dimension of sustainable development. The benefits are likely to be 
difficult for a single city to capture on a consistent and long-term basis, however. New jobs in a 
locality may not go to local people who receive job training and may not go to the community’s 
residents at all. Investments in sustainable development policy that emphasize the social aspects of 
economic opportunity may simply lead to an improved entrepreneurial capacity or a more skilled 
and educated workforce that does not remain within the jurisdiction making the investment.

By comparison, local governments may ease development approvals for projects that reduce energy 
consumption, or they may provide tax incentives for manufacturers of green economy products 
and that invest in alternative forms of energy production. Such policy tools can provide direct 
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monetary benefits to the community in the form of taxes and transaction-related revenue. More-
over, buildings are constructed within a jurisdiction, support services and suppliers may emerge, and 
additional investment in the immediate area may also appear. Such benefits are localized because 
they can be contained or captured primarily within the jurisdiction that provides the incentive. 
Because many incentive policies are oriented primarily toward businesses, we assume the city that 
makes the financial or regulatory investment will receive direct benefits in the form of a business 
relocating or remaining and expanding in the community. Thus we expect that, as local economic 
need increases, cities will pursue more sustainable development policies that reduce costs to business.

Local Interest Group Benefits
The benefits of a particular policy may be distributed—intentionally or unintentionally—among 
groups or individuals. The urban governance process, which blends and coordinates public and 
private interests, is influenced by not only structural conditions but also the political pressures on 
local officials from private interests (Pierre, 1999). Organized groups that engage in the decision-
making process can exert great influence over local officials to enact policies that conform to their 
economic or other interests (Judd and Swanstrom, 1994; Logan and Molotch, 1988). Research has 
shown businesses, real estate groups, and development interests to be particularly active in shaping 
policies that promote sustainability at the local level (Hawkins, 2011; O’Connell, 2009).

The growth-machine model of politics, for example, suggests that groups that will benefit directly 
from development policies will promote them and mobilize in favor of them (Logan and Molotch, 
1988; Molotch, 1976). From this perspective, development interests use their political power to 
affect the costs and benefits of growth by manipulating policy decisions. Among the benefits cap-
tured by land-based interests are higher rents and greater opportunities for investment. Moreover, 
many policy tools reflect businesses and affiliated organizations working closely with local elected 
officials on policy decisions (Stone, 1989). This model, however, can result in the targeting of benefits  
to specific geographic areas and narrow constituencies aligned with the urban governance regime.

Whereas residents often want a greater share of the local budget to go toward municipal and social 
services, the growth coalition presses for more money to go toward physical infrastructure and 
investments in policies that aid development (Logan and Molotch, 1988). Sustainable development 
policy that focuses on incentives is likely to provide direct benefits for existing businesses, because 
new private investment may result in greater demand for business support services (for example, 
construction, building materials, and so on). Sustainable development policies may also provide 
benefits through positive externalities to surrounding businesses when land is developed or busi-
nesses expand. We expect that cities that work closely with businesses on sustainability issues will 
adopt more sustainable development policies that reduce costs to businesses.

Symbolic Benefits
Closely linked with the role of local interest groups in policymaking is how governing structures 
influence the performance and decisions of political actors (Clingermayer and Feiock, 2001). The 
discretion in policy choices and the opportunities and incentives of public officials are constrained 
by the municipal form of government. In a council-manager system, professional administrators are 
responsible for managing the day-to-day affairs of city government. This governance structure is  
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intended to insulate centralized executive power from political influences and interest-group pres- 
sures (Sharp, 1991). Although a council-manager form of government replaces political “high-powered” 
incentives with “low-powered” incentives (Frant, 1996), the profession is very much political in nature 
and managers are highly engaged in policymaking (Nalbandian, 1999; Nelson and Svara, 2010).

For example, promoting new administrative initiatives or being seen as a leading policy reformer 
can enhance one’s reputation within professional networks (Feiock et al., 2001). In addition, 
research has suggested that cities with a full-time city manager are more receptive to innovative 
administrative techniques and policy than cities with a mayor-council form of government. Cities 
with a council-manager form of government are found to apply fiscal impact analysis to evaluate 
development projects more stringently than cities with a mayor, reflecting their focus on the 
efficient and innovative management of the local economy (Ha and Feiock, 2012). Svara, Read, 
and Moulder’s (2011) report indicated that cities with a council-manager form of government are 
generally doing more to promote sustainability than cities with alternative forms of government.

Whereas appointed managers’ tenures and careers are generally insulated from symbolic politics, 
mayors may not be willing to take political risks when they present little opportunity for credit 
claiming. Although some sustainable development policies may produce visible results, they may 
also be relatively new and untested. Thus, cities with a council-manager form of government are 
expected to adopt more sustainable development policies that reduce costs to business.

Depending on the political institutional arrangement and the activity of local interests, some 
development policy tools are likely to be used more or less frequently. Feiock, Tavares, and Lubell 
(2008) suggested that the adoption of policies that shape the benefits for business interests takes 
place in a “political market,” in which these private interests seek to change the policy environ-
ment. Political institutions mediate the demands of private actors and the willingness of public 
officials to supply policies that these interest groups desire (Clingermayer and Feiock, 2001; Jeong, 
2006; Lubell, Feiock, and Ramirez, 2005).

Coupled with responding to pressures from the business community, elected officials may pursue 
and endorse policies to tout successful implementation. Elected officials can accrue individual 
benefits by supplying the policy that supports the economic interests of the business community 
(Sharp, Daley, and Lynch, 2011). Sustainability is a long-term agenda, however. Pursuing sustain-
able development can be risky because policy outcomes can be difficult to measure and may require 
cities to assume significant upfront costs. The use of financial incentives can be particularly costly, 
both in financial terms and when outcomes or results do not match expectations. Thus, we expect 
that more sustainable development policies that reduce costs to business will be provided under a 
council-manager form of government and when business interests are active in planning and the 
policymaking process. In the following section, we describe the data used to test these hypotheses.

Data and Method of Analysis
To collect data on local policies, we mailed a questionnaire in 2010 to the city manager (or mayor 
in the absence of a city manager) of every U.S. city with a population of at least 50,000. Of the 
601 cities in the sampling frame, 263 responded to the survey, a 44-percent response rate. The 



Policy Integration for Sustainable Development and the Benefits of Local Adoption 

71Cityscape

To practice economic sustainability, our city has... Percent Yes

council-manager and mayor-council forms of government are present in 66.0 and 31.0 percent, 
respectively, of the responding cities. These figures are similar to the 62.0 and 35.9 percent, respec- 
tively, in all U.S. cities with populations of more than 50,000 (ICMA, 2010). Of the respondents, 
40 percent identified themselves as city managers, chief executive officers, or chief administrative 
officers; 28 percent were sustainability managers; and 7.2 percent were planning directors. Other re-
spondents included environmental policy directors, energy and environmental directors, economic 
development directors, public works directors, and solid waste directors. Tests were conducted to 
determine whether the responding cities are significantly different from nonresponding cities on 
key socioeconomic characteristics. Only the average median household incomes for responding 
($45,241) and nonresponding cities ($42,396) were significantly different (t = 1.961; p = .05).

Of the 263 cities in the final sample, 57 (21 percent) are in California. The sample includes some 
of the largest cities in the state, such as Los Angeles, Anaheim, and Riverside, and 25 (nearly one-
half) have populations greater than 100,000. Another one-fourth of the respondents are from four 
states: 27 (10 percent) from Florida, 18 (7 percent) from Texas, 14 (5 percent) from Illinois, and 
11 (4 percent) from North Carolina. Our sample also includes large cities, such as Austin, Texas; 
Denver; Portland, Oregon; and San Francisco, and smaller cities such as Grand Rapids, Michigan, 
that are considered the most serious in terms of their commitment to sustainability (Karlenzig, 
2007; Portney, 2003). Some cities that Portney notes are taking sustainability seriously, such as 
Chicago and Seattle, are not included in the sample, however. In addition, no cities responded in 
Louisiana, Mississippi, and Wyoming, which previous research has suggested tend to lag behind 
other states in their commitment and capacity to environmental protection (Rabe, 2006).

Survey respondents were asked to identify if the policies listed in exhibit 1 are used by their city. 
We specifically asked: “To practice economic sustainability, our city has…” After this question, 
we provided a list of policies. In exhibit 1, the number in parentheses indicates the percentage of 
cities in the sample that use the policy. The policies emphasize integrating traditional development 
incentives (for example, financial incentives, expedited permit process, tax credits, loans, and fee 
waivers) with efforts to reduce energy consumption and minimize environmental effects.

Exhibit 1

Sustainable Development Policies Adopted by Cities in the Sample

Linked environmental goals to publicly financed development projects 74
Established a brownfield redevelopment fund 73 
Zoning or regulations that allow for onsite renewable energy systems 67
Low-interest loans for energy efficiency measures and building materials 60
Priority permitting and fee waivers for installing green technologies 43
Designated locations for alternative energy generation, R&D, and manufacturing 41
Incentives that lower financial barriers to energy-efficiency gains 35
Density bonus for buildings achieving LEED certification 28
Fee reductions to cover costs of LEED certification 20
Expedited application and permit process for alternative energy facilities 20
Property tax credit to commercial building achieving LEED certification 12

LEED = Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design. R&D = research and development.

Note: One hundred-eighty five cities have adopted at least one policy.
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Most cities in the sample have adopted linking environmental goals to publicly financed develop-
ment projects (74 percent) and establishing a brownfield redevelopment fund (73 percent). As in 
the survey results reported by Feiock and Francis (2011), fewer cities in the sample offer financial 
incentives, including property tax credit to commercial building achieving LEED certification (12 
percent). Of course, many types of development policies excluded from this analysis also provide 
incentives to land developers and businesses and incorporate energy issues and other environ-
mental objectives (for example, incentives for open space protection in a residential development). 
This study represents only a narrow set of policies that focus on achieving the overarching goals of 
sustainability by reducing resource use and mitigating environmental degradation while maintain-
ing economic and social outputs (Betsill and Bulkeley, 2007).

We are interested primarily in explaining the number of policies adopted by cities in our sample. 
We expect that local business interests are likely to have a positive effect on the adoption of those 
policies that tend to align with their demands for reducing costs. To measure this variable, we 
first provided the following statement to the survey respondent: “To implement sustainability 
initiatives, our city has…” We then provided a binary (yes or no) choice: “... involved business 
groups in developing a sustainable vision of the city.” We also expect that cities operating under a 
reformed governing institution will have a positive effect on the number of policies adopted. Cities 
with a council-manager form of government are measured with a binary variable. We include an 
interaction term between the interest group variable and the local form of government variable. 
This interaction term is used to test whether the effect of the business interest group variable is 
conditional on the local political institution.

A locality experiencing the effects of economic stagnation, higher unemployment, or increasing 
poverty often prompts policymakers to consider an array of policies to address these structural 
issues. Previous research on development policy has used a variety of local characteristics as 
indicators of economic need, including population size and population growth rate (Johnson 
and Neiman, 2004; Mills and Lubuele, 2000). Other indicators of need include the size of the 
minority population, personal income level, and fiscal conditions (Clingermayer and Feiock, 
2001; Hawkins, 2011; Portney, 2003). Portney (2005) identified the local employment base as 
potentially affecting sustainability initiatives. The variables used in this study to account for these 
factors include population size (log), median household income, percent African American, and 
the percentage of total jobs in manufacturing.

We also expect that political pressure from highly educated and younger citizens, who tend to sup-
port environmentalism and a propensity to think green, may shape local actions (Portney, 2003). 
These factors are measured with median age and percentage with a bachelor degree. Because com-
petition for private investment tends to drive policy decisions, we expect that communities that 
are experiencing less growth than the region as a whole will be more active in pursuing business 
investment. Pursuant to this hypothesis, we measure development competition as the difference 
between local population change and metropolitan-area population change between 2000 and 
2010. Exhibit 2 provides a description along with the mean, standard deviation, and minimum 
and maximum values for the independent variables.
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Exhibit 3 displays the count of the sustainable development policies adopted by cities in the final 
sample. Because not every city in the sample has adopted one or more of the policies in exhibit 1,  
zeros comprise a large proportion of counts in the data. To address this issue, we use a zero-inflated 
Poisson regression model as the method of analysis. The Poisson process includes first fitting a logit  
model that determines membership of the city in a latent or unobserved group with an outcome  
of 0. The probability of each count (including zeros of the number of policies) is then determined 
by a Poisson regression.

From a theoretical perspective, we specify a model in which the structural characteristics of a city 
belong in the logit model. The use of incentives and other sustainable development policies may 
not be an issue in some communities that have little demand for a progrowth agenda because 
of a sound fiscal base or robust employment. In other communities, local economic need can 
be an obstacle to a city’s adoption of sustainable development policy because adoption requires 
high startup costs. In this study, local conditions create the need for a city to pursue the types of 
sustainable development policies listed in exhibit 1.

The interest group and governing institution characteristics, on the other hand, determine the 
outcome. Local interest groups and governing institutions create the conditions through which 
policies are then adopted and shape the benefits that are expected to accrue. The dependent vari-
able in the Poisson model is the number of policies adopted by a city, which ranges from 0 to 7.

Exhibit 2

Independent 
Variables

Mean
Standard 
Deviation

Minimum Maximum Description

Descriptive Statistics of the Independent Variables

Metropolitan 
growth 
difference

– 1.91 13.00 – 95.07 66.99 Difference between local population growth 
and population growth of the metropolitan 
area between 2000 and 2010.

Population (log) 5.090 0.342 4.67 6.58 Total population (log).

Percent African 
American

69.62 15.86 16.7 94.4 Percentage of the total population that is 
African American.

Household 
income

53,052 17,910 24,525 119,483 Median household income.

Education 32.11 13.89 9.7 78.7 Percentage of the total population with  
a bachelor degree.

Percent 
manufacturing

9.78 5.10 1.5 41.1 Percentage of total employment in 
manufacturing.

Age 34.82 4.44 22.1 52.9 Median age of the population.

Business 
involvement

0.34 0.47 0 1 1 if businesses are actively engaged in 
crafting a sustainable development vision 
for the city; else 0.

Form of 
government

0.67 0.46 0 1 1 if the city operates under a council-
manager form of government; else 0.
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Results
Exhibit 4 presents the estimated regression model. The second column presents the results without 
interaction terms. The bottom rows of the table include the variables in the logit model. Substan-
tively, the sign of the coefficient in the binary process is predicting membership in the group that 
must have a zero count. The negative and significant effect of age, for example, suggests that older 
populations negatively affect the chances of the city being in the group where zero counts are 

Exhibit 3

Distribution of Sustainable Development Policies Adopted by Cities in the Sample

Exhibit 4

Independent Variables Coefficient Standard Error p Value

Zero-Inflated Poisson Model for Sustainable Development Policies

Poisson model
Business involvement .461 .105 .000
Form of government – .103 .107 .336
Population (log) .326 .141 .021
Metropolitan growth difference – .004 .004 .246

Logit model
Percent manufacturing – .114 .057 .047
Percent African American .016 .017 .348
Household income .00003 .00001 .092
Education – .049 .023 .037
Age – .124 .058 .031
Population (log) – 2.088 1.095 .057
Constant 14.101 6.309 .025

Notes: Sample size = 263. Nonzero observations = 185. Zero observations = 78. Model statistics: LR chi2 = 36.53. 
Probability = .000.
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possible. In other words, an increase in the age of the population increases the odds of pursuing 
sustainable development policies. The percentages of total employment in manufacturing and with 
a bachelor degree have similar effects.

The top rows in the table present the coefficients for the Poisson model. The results indicate that 
business interests have a positive and significant effect on the number policies adopted. This find-
ing provides support for the notion that more development policies that integrate environmental 
and energy issues, of which the benefits are mainly oriented toward businesses, are likely to be  
adopted when businesses are involved in developing a sustainable vision of the city. Also of theo
retical interest is whether the variation in the number of policies adopted by jurisdictions in our 
sample can be attributed to the structure of local political institutions. The results suggest that 
form of government does not have a significant effect on the number of policies adopted.

In exhibit 5, we report only the Poisson results for the model with the interaction term and include 
percentage change for ease of interpretation. This analysis tests the hypothesis that local institutions 
mediate the demands of business interests on the number of policies adopted. Underlying this hypoth- 
esis is that the incentives of local officials operating under different governing arrangements will 
affect the supply of policy (and thus the associated benefits) to various interests. The positive effect 
of the interaction term indicates that when cities operate under a council-manager form of govern-
ment, and when business interests are engaged in planning for sustainable development with the 
city, the expected number of sustainable development policies adopted increases 48.4 percent.

The results indicate the important role of the structure of political institutions, consistent with the 
findings of other research that has suggested that managers are not less favorable than mayors to 
growth. Feiock, Tavares, and Lubell (2008), for example, found that managers work closely with 
prodevelopment interests to provide the conditions for economic development. Similarly, analysis 
by Lubell, Feiock, and Ramirez (2005) suggested that professional administrators become vulner-
able to development interests, especially when rapid growth is occurring.

Exhibit 5

Independent Variables b z-Score p Value
Percent 
Change

Percent Change for Sustainable Development Policies (Poisson Results)

Business involvement .199 1.114 .265 22.1
Form of government  – .291  – 1.986 .047  – 25.3
Form of government x business involvement .394 1.843 .065 48.4
Population (log) .390 2.551 .011 47.8
Metropolitan growth difference  – .004  – 1.135 .257 – 0.5

Discussion
One surprising finding of our analysis presented in exhibit 5 is the negative and significant effect 
a council-manager form of government has on the number of polices adopted. Kwon, Berry, and 
Feiock (2009) found, for example, that having a council-manager form of government has a strong 
positive effect on cities’ early adoption of policy. One explanation they suggested is that green 
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incentive strategies are new, and thus pushing for investments in these more specialized develop-
ment areas is risky. Managers tend to be less risk averse and are likely to push for policy adoption 
earlier than elected officials such as mayors. Their results point to the pursuit of efficiency and 
effective management rather than touting policy success.

Our analysis focuses on integrating environmental objectives into development policy through in-
centives that promote energy conservation by reducing development costs to businesses. In mayor-
council governments, in which shorter time horizons from ongoing election cycles pushes elected 
officials to become risk adverse, political leaders tend be more attentive to political rather than 
economic incentives for policy adoption (Steinacker, 2004). Although the policies in our analysis 
focus on economic incentives, they emphasize LEED certification and expedited permitting and fee 
waivers for incorporating energy efficiency into buildings. As Lubell, Feiock, and Ramirez (2009: 
662) suggested, however, “there remain many doubts about whether green building truly delivers 
environmental benefits rather than being a symbolic marketing label.” Thus, this result may be a 
function of the incentives targeting these relatively narrow environmental objectives, which are 
more symbolic than having a relatively significant effect on sustainability. The findings point to 
the high-powered political incentives of mayors leading to policies that reflect “getting on the 
bandwagon” rather than actually addressing a real need (Kwon, Berry, and Feiock, 2009: 16).

The results also support the hypothesis that the structure of local political institutions determines 
the number of policies when it combines with local interests (Clingermayer and Feiock, 2001; 
Feiock, Tavares, and Lubell, 2008). In this case, the analysis provides evidence of the mediating 
effect a council-manager form of government has on business interests. The results may indicate 
that cities are likely to respond favorably to the demands and expectations of businesses because 
they generate revenue that enables cities to supply adequate public services without imposing 
high taxes on business (Wolman and Spitzley, 1996). It is also important for local governments 
to generate support from businesses on sustainable development because these local interests can 
help to address resource constraints that present significant challenges for policy implementation 
(Feiock and Francis, 2011). When businesses are engaged in the planning process of crafting a 
vision of sustainability, cities with a council-manager form of government can effectively negotiate 
with these interests and supply policy that aligns with their demands. The results of this analysis 
also point to the argument that, for cities to be successful in achieving goals of sustainability, local 
officials must establish partnership initiatives with local businesses to improve resource efficiency 
(Bulkeley and Betsill, 2003).

It is certainly possible that the results reflect city leaders taking the initiative to engage business 
leaders in their sustainability policymaking or vision simply because they want to build this 
economic sector. A collaborative and participatory approach to planning and policymaking 
increases the chances that sustainability programs and policies are implemented (Hawkins and 
Wang, 2011). Moreover, a collaborative framework for developing local sustainability efforts can 
build stronger consensus on long-term sustainable development actions by raising the awareness 
of local issues and diffusing conflict and controversy (Innes and Booher, 2001). It can also lead to 
“an alliance of key players and leaders” (Innes, 1992: 450) who can become advocates for program 
implementation.
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Given the evidence presented in this study, one challenge for local officials is to highlight the 
benefits some groups may receive from sustainable development policy while negating threats 
posed by other interests (Sharp, Daley, and Lynch, 2011). Research on the involvement of cities 
in climate protection networks, for example, has emphasized the importance of cost savings as a 
co-benefit of participation (Kousky and Schneider, 2003: Krause, 2011). Framing the issue and 
the resultant benefits thus become essential with competing claims to what sustainability entails 
and how best to achieve it (Betsill and Bulkeley, 2007). If an inclusive and collaborative process 
is undertaken, a greater share of the benefits can be distributed to more groups. This process may 
also reduce conflict and build consensus on what sustainability may look like and how best to 
achieve local goals.

Conclusion
This study sought to answer two questions. First: Are cities integrating environmentalism into 
economic development? Generally speaking, the results provide a qualified yes. Among the types 
of policies that cities in our sample adopted are linking environmental goals to publicly financed 
development projects, low-interest loans for energy efficiency, funding brownfield redevelopment, 
and crafting zoning or regulations that allow for onsite renewable energy systems.

Pursuing development without conditioning the resultant effects on the environment can 
undermine sustainability practices. Most of the literature on development policy at the local 
level, however, has treated the specific tools in isolation from environmentalism and the broader 
framework of sustainable development. The descriptive results reported in this study suggest 
environmentalism and development are not an either/or proposition. Rather, through a variety of 
incentives, cities can integrate environmental objectives into their pursuit of economic growth. 
The results of this study may, in fact, reflect how some suggest sustainable development ought to 
be framed; that is, becoming more sustainable is strongly tied to a city’s competitive advantage for 
economic development (Portney, 2003).

The second question this study sought to answer: What explains the adoption of these policies? 
Sustainable development undoubtedly requires public investments, but some mechanisms yield 
quicker returns and more visible results. Policy decisions are made when local officials respond 
to the demands of interests that seek to alter policies and enact policies that provide benefits that 
align with their economic or other interests. Depending on the type of governing structure, the 
demands translate into policy that distributes benefits to some interests over others. The objectives 
of the sustainable development policies analyzed in this study are meant primarily to reduce busi-
ness costs, with the assumption that resultant private investment occurs within the locality.

Regarding local interest groups, business involvement in crafting a sustainable development vision 
for the city has a positive effect on the number of policies adopted. Although business interests 
can influence a reduction in resource use while maintaining economic and social outputs, the 
policies developed with their participation are mediated through governing arrangements. The 
evidence in this study supports this hypothesis: when business interests are involved in the plan-
ning and policy development process and when cities have a reformed governing arrangement, 
the local governments in our sample tend to adopt more sustainable development policies. This 
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study provides evidence to complement findings from previous research that managers assume 
a pronounced leadership role and take on the position of a broker or negotiator in policymaking 
(Nalbandian, 1999). In particular, managers may play an essential entrepreneurial role in crafting 
sustainable development policy (Feiock and Francis, 2011; Svara, Read, and Moulder, 2011).

Systematic evidence is needed regarding how cities will minimize environmental effects while 
maintaining a strong fiscal base and employment opportunities for residents. The results of this 
study provide some evidence of how local governments are responding to these seemingly conflict-
ing objectives and identify factors that may influence these decisions. More research, however, is 
undoubtedly needed. When fiscal or employment issues become more pressing, will cities aban-
don an environmentalist approach with the hope that the abandonment will contribute to growth? 
If cities perceive greater competition for private investment from surrounding communities, will 
they respond by engaging in more economic development activities that are inconsistent with 
the policies presented in this study? To what extent would this response undermine a sustainable 
development agenda that is needed to demonstrate meaningful and measureable results? A longitu-
dinal study may help answer these questions.
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