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Mayors’ Institute on City Design

Letter from the
Executive Director

As leaders of cities, mayors’ chief responsibility 
is the well-being of their residents. The Mayors’ 
Institute on City Design (MICD) understands that 
this demanding responsibility — coupled with 
environments where departments are often siloed, 
budgets are tight, stakeholders are skeptical, and 
there can be a lack of in-house knowledge of best 
practices and precedents — often yield projects 
that lack coordination and don’t maximize potential 
benefits for their communities.  MICD believes in 
the power of mayors as “chief convener” and “chief 
urban designer” to bring city employees, residents, 
and the development community together to break 
those barriers and solve problems.

Our programs reach cities of all sizes, all across the 
country. Urban design projects from coast to coast 
have been impacted by MICD, whether through 
planning that has occurred in Insitute Sessions or 
through alumni mayors that have gone on to build 
inspiring projects from the ground up. The work 
of MICD has been changing the fabric of America 
city-by-city for forty years. These principles and 
associated resources are meant to supplement 
MICD’s programming to equip mayors and their 
teams in taking a step back to vision and ensure that 
their built environment projects meet the long-term 
needs of their cities.

 

  
Trinity Simons Wagner 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
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The Mayors’ Institute on City Design (MICD) believes 
design is fundamental to shaping resilient, equitable, 
and thriving cities. Through a variety of programs, tools, 
and resources we equip mayors to be the chief urban 
designers of their cities. Mayors leave our programs 
engrained with a key understanding that design is a 
problem-solving tool. It’s a galvanizer of people. 
It can illustrate a vision and establish the roadmap to 
activating it. 

The Principles for City Design Leadership are here to 
help mayors center design, the built environment, and 
the well-being of their residents in everyday decision-
making and processes. By leading with design, mayors 
gain a clear, values-driven lens for navigating complex 
choices that helps align policy, investment, and 
implementation around long-term public benefit rather 
than short-term pressures. These principles support 
mayors in shaping cities that foster health and dignity, 
expand economic opportunity, strengthen physical and 
social connectivity, and build resilient systems that 
endure.

Ultimately, the principles are intended to serve as a 
practical decision-making aid that mayors can return to 
again and again. They help mayors articulate priorities, 
evaluate tradeoffs, and steward the built environment in 
ways that produce beauty, equity, and shared prosperity 
for all residents, now and for generations to come. 

The Diagram:
The diagram on this page is a logic model that represents 
the complex relationships between the different 
components of urban design, the Principles for City 
Design Leadership, and the power of the mayor as 
chief urban designer.  While this depiction is static, 
these relationships are dynamic in practice and these 
relationships can come together in many different ways.  
When these relationships are thoughtfully composed, the 
outcome is good urban design for your city.
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Lead       
with design
Design   
for meaningful change 
across your city

Lead       
to improve people’s lives
Design   
to connect communitites

Lead       
for economic opportunity
Design   
to create and capture value

Lead       
to foster health and resiliency
Design   
to create a beautiful city

Lead       
collaborativelly
Design   
with all
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01
Lead
with design

Design
for meaningful change across your city

Urban Design is a powerful tool that leads the way to purposeful, 
positive transformation in our communities and in our lives. 

Lead by empowering city staff, the private sector, and communities 
to adopt a culture that values the positive outcomes of good urban 
design.  

Your administration’s commitment to leading with design and 
designing for meaningful change across your city will allow you to:

•	 Identify implementation pain points by conducting an audit of 
goals and projects from existing planning studies. 

•	 Structure your administration and key advisor positions to 
achieve your desired planning and design outcomes.

•	 Value design expertise by integrating designers into the built 
environment functions of your administration. 

•	 Elevate the discourse and implementation of urban design by 
creating internal design units.

•	 Create a culture that celebrates good design by showcasing 
good design work in your city.
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Lead
to improve people’s lives

Design
to connect communities

As leaders of cities, mayors’ chief responsibility is their residents’ 
well-being. 

Put people first and improve communities by offering accessible 
housing, mobility, and economic opportunity for all.

A commitment to leading to improve people’s lives and designing 
to connect communities will enable your administration to:

•	 Consider user experience (for both residents and 
employees) by evaluating the  delivery of city services.

•	 Educate residents around the built environment implications 
of policy to gain supporters of good urban design (e.g., 
zoning, density, open space, street safety).

•	 Maximize infrastructure funding to achieve safety and 
quality of life goals. 

•	 Achieve multiple benefits by co-locating city services within 
city hall and in communities (e.g., libraries, community 
design centers, resident engagement offices, remote city 
halls).

02
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Lead
for economic opportunity

Design
to create and capture value

All cities have demand for desirable, amenity-rich places that build 
community ownership and cultural pride. 
 
Design to unlock the impacts of development, ensuring multiple 
tangible and intangible benefits from every investment.

Your administration’s commitment to leading for economic opportunity 
and designing to create and capture value will allow you to:

•	 Guide new development to meet as many community goals 
as possible and avoid unintended consequences.

•	 Leverage the talents of your civic and professional design 
community by calling on them to contribute their talents 
(e.g. forming an advisory design review panel).

•	 Buttress your approval processes with clear design guidance 
for the design and development community. 

•	 Reimagine your city’s procurement processes to integrate 
criteria around community values and impact.

•	 Embrace planning strategies that prevent displacement.

03
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Lead
to foster health and resiliency

Design
to create a beautiful city

Thriving cities are resourceful, sustainable, regenerative, and ever-
changing. 
 
Design adaptable cities that enrich everyday life with visible beauty 
and opportunities for fulfillment.

Your administration’s commitment to leading to foster health and 
resiliency and designing to create a beautiful city will allow you to:

•	 Adapt to ever-changing needs for housing and infrastructure 
(both physical and social) as your city evolves.

•	 Gain a better understanding of how your land use patterns 
may be harming your community.

•	 Celebrate your city’s unique history and culture through 
policy and positive development outcomes.

•	 Reform your city’s development codes to plan for uncertain 
futures and system shocks.

•	 Invest in places and projects that foster human interaction 
and create a strong social fabric.
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Lead
collaboratively

Design
with all

We believe leaders elevate the people around them.  

Facilitate the connection of diverse individuals and perspectives to 
co-create well-rounded solutions. 

Your administration’s commitment to leading collaboratively and 
designing with all will allow you to:

•	 Build a positive narrative around planning and development 
successes in your city. 

•	 Share power with your constituents and acknowledge past 
sources of mistrust in order to build trust. 

•	 Redesign engagement models for public interaction to 
ensure diverse participation. 

•	 Streamline approvals and create structures that promote 
inter-agency coordination.

•	 Implement both long-term planning and built work that 
reflects the design priorities of residents.
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If you are ready 

to take action, the 

Mayors’ Institute on 

City Design can help.

Explore more MICD programs

Discover how our programs can help your 
administration implement the Principles for City 
Design Leadership.
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Hub 32 (Brooks + Scarpa and Studio Dwell Architects)

Learn more at micd.org/designleadership

Guide to 
Innovative RFPs

Guide to 
Governing for Design Leadership

Craft better RFP’s to ensure the design and equity 
outcomes that are important to your residents.

Learn more about restructuring your administration 
for better design outcomes.

Coming soon

Coming soon

Bolling Municipal Building (Anton Grassl/ESTO, Courtesy of Sasaki)

Guide to
City Hall as Public Commons
Learn more about how cities have re-invented their 
city halls and public buildings to better serve their 
cities and foster civic engagement.
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With a belief in the power of city design to transform communities, the Mayors’ Institute on City Design (MICD) 
educates mayors to be the chief urban designers of their cities.

MICD is a leadership initiative of the National Endowment for the Arts in partnership with the United 
States Conference of Mayors. Since 1986, we’ve offered collaborative learning programs and resources to 
mayors in order to make a purposeful, positive impact on America.

Learn more at micd.org.
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