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Introduction: Getting Your Project Elected

Building a case for altering a 
community’s landscape can 
be extremely difficult

Change Is Inevitable 
As we experience one of the most historic and increasingly controversial  
presidential elections, it is interesting and timely to draw a parallel between how 
politicians rally support and what you, as a development team member, must do to 
“get your project elected.”   

The 2008 presidential candidates have touted their ability to deliver change.  
As Barack Obama and John McCain strive to convince voters on the merits of their 
proposed changes for the country, developers, similarly, must present a compelling 
vision of how your project will improve a city or town.  

Building a case for altering a community’s landscape can be extremely difficult,  
particularly in New England where residents feel passionate about their town.  
Massachusetts, one of the country’s most celebrated states, has a rich history 

—and many residents are  
anti-development and fear new  
construction will impact the  
character of their town.  Whether  
a person has just moved into a  
community or their ancestors  

were founding fathers, change in Massachusetts is not often welcomed. 

Fortunately, or unfortunately, change is inevitable—even in Massachusetts.  
No matter how contentious the 2008 presidential election becomes, in November,  
someone is going to get elected as the President of the United States.  Our hope  
for the candidate is that he will be the best for the country.  Similarly, all we can  
ask of a new real estate project is for it to be the “best” possible development for  
that community.
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Getting Out the Vote Is Key 
Over the past 28 years, Schneider Associates has helped developers in their quest  
to secure project approvals in challenging communities.  Just as it takes strategy, 
staying power and shoe leather to win a presidential election, we believe many of 
the same “get out the vote” tactics can help developers positively position their  
projects and win approval from residents, leaders and activists.  Winning project  
approvals in Massachusetts requires inspiration, intellect, intuition, strength, 
strategic communications and the fortitude required to get out the vote. 

This book explores the reasons why project approvals in Massachusetts are often so 
challenging.  While each project and community is infinitely different, we believe 
the investment in proven public affairs, public relations, community relations and 
social media principles can leverage public opinion to embrace change. 

Introduction: Getting Your Project Elected
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Part 1: Why Getting a Project Elected Is So Challenging

If winning project approvals was simple, you wouldn’t be reading this book.   
While getting the okay to build in some parts of the country is an easy task,  
embarking on the approval process in Massachusetts is definitely not for the faint  
of heart. Here are our 10 reasons why:

1. The ground rules differ from town to town. 
The presidential primary season featured a mind-numbing mix of caucuses, open 
primaries, closed primaries and even one state that had both primaries and  
caucuses.  Similarly, as you develop projects in different municipalities in  
Massachusetts, you face new ground rules wherever you go.  Depending on the 
nature of your project, you may have to jump through multiple approval hoops and 
attend hundreds of local town meetings. In some towns, these hurdles will include 
an open town meeting, which often requires a two-thirds vote to win.  Turning out 
enough people to achieve a two-thirds vote is a project in itself. 

Also, local permitting regulations are arcane and supersede state regulations.   
In many communities, regulations have not kept pace with planning trends.   
For example, many communities’ regulations are not conducive to projects that  
incorporate the principles of smart growth.  Other new land use planning ideas, 
such as transit-oriented developments, are just beginning to be embraced by  
the public as well.

2.  People love the status quo. 
Whether residents have lived in a community for decades or just moved in last year, 
many people instinctively resist change.  Sometimes the people who have lived in 
a town the shortest amount of time are the most adamant that things should not 
change; they were lucky enough to get into the town of their dreams and now they 
want to slam the gate shut behind them.  So from the very start, you’re fighting an 
uphill battle.  Of course, if you’re developing in a community that prides itself on its 
history or its strong sense of community identity, you’re really in for a battle royal.  
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Part 1: Why Getting a Project Elected Is So Challenging

3. The opposition is savvy, well organized and quick off the  
     starting line. 
In many communities, the anti-development forces you will face have been  
around the block more than once.  They are highly skilled at shutting down new 
developments by masterminding aggressive campaigns to thwart developers.  
Past successes in stopping or significantly downscaling projects make these folks 
confident they can derail you as well.  

The opposition has been in town a lot longer than you have, and they are “wired”  
into town leadership.  Naysayers will quickly hear about steps you’re taking like 
combining parcels or other transactions that indicate a development project may 
be afoot.  Even before you make your first public presentation, the opposition often 
forms a neighborhood group to rally town forces to oppose your project. 

Here’s another thing about the anti-development forces you face in Massachusetts: 
Our state is packed with highly educated, sophisticated people who know how to 
use the latest technology to rally support for their side.  This techie crowd will build 
a Web site, form a citizens group, use e-mail, set up an on-line bulletin board, put a 
Web camera next door to your site, and blog their hearts out about why their town 
does not need your project. In extreme situations, they will even hire an attorney to 
fight your plan.  This group is not shy—they will use all the tools available to them 
to block your path.  And as a result, you will have to employ the same tactics more 
effectively—and use new tactics to tell your side of the story. 

4.  The local media knows who butters their bread—and it isn’t you.
Don’t count on the local media to be totally objective about the merits of your  
proposed project.  They’ve seen developers come and go, and they strongly  
depend on the local community for advertising revenues. So getting a fair hearing 
from the local media is never easy.  That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t do all the right 
things to be heard by the press—provide them with written information prior to an 
important meeting, brief them personally on issues relating to the project and give 
them your cell phone number so they can reach you after a late night meeting 
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Part 1: Why Getting a Project Elected Is So Challenging

when they are writing a story.  Just don’t count on them always taking your side on 
issues affecting the project.  It’s their job to be objective.

To be sure you’re telling your side of the story, create your own Web site and blog. 
Constantly post information that is accurate and timely.  When you go to a meeting, 
post something on your blog talking about what was discussed.  Before you  
present at a forum, write a press release about your content or upload the Power-
Point.  In this age of citizen journalism, you can bet your opponents are not relying 
on the newspapers to tell their side of the story.  They are posting information on 
their Web sites and blogs—and you need to do the same.  
 

5.  You must pay for the sins of those who came before you.
Your approval process will be even tougher if other developers have brought  
projects to town that didn’t deliver the benefits they promised. Most likely, these 
projects were too big or featured a design that was incompatible with the town’s 
character.  These “mistakes” serve as a constant reminder of development gone 
amuck and why new development can be dangerous. 

Let’s face it; townspeople are generally skeptical and wary of all outsiders.  
Furthermore, they tend to think that developers in general are only out to make 
a fast buck and really don’t care about the interests of the community.  Credibility 
is always an issue, and trust is often very difficult to establish if the town has been 
burned by developers who won project approval and built something that wasn’t 
in keeping with the community’s desires or self-image.  Be cognizant of those who 
came before as you begin to build key relationships throughout the town.

6.  Time is never on your side. 
Time kills deals.  A drawn-out approval process is not only costly but it may affect 
the window you have to successfully open your project.  The real estate market is 
cyclical, and if the market changes while you are still in approval, there may be no 
market for your office space, condominiums or retail stores by the time your project 
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is built.  Opponents know this and will drag out the approval process for as long  
as possible.  Their hope is that you’ll get tired of spending money on a project and  
if they fight you long enough,  market shifts will make the project financially  
unfeasible. 

7.  You are not developing in a vacuum.  
Your project may compound existing town problems, such as traffic issues or 
growth pressures on schools and municipal services.  Today nearly every 
community faces some–or even all– of these tough issues.  The last thing taxpayers  
want to see is another developer coming to town with a project that will generate 
additional traffic, increase enrollment in an already financially stretched school 
system, or amplify demands on critical services and infrastructure.  Unless you 
understand these issues in advance and have solutions for how to improve them, 
your approval process is bound to be long and costly and come with no guarantee 
of a successful outcome.  In other words, if you’re not part of the solution, you’ll 
definitely be viewed as contributing to the problem.  Also, new town services to 
handle development are costly, and the last thing any town in Massachusetts wants 
to do is put more financial burden on its citizens. 

8.  Their problems are suddenly your problems. 
Increasingly in the past decade, cities and towns across Massachusetts have faced 
dire budget shortfalls.  Gone are the days of yore when towns were happy that 
developers were bringing in new tax revenue.  The most you’d have to pay beyond 
taxes were for infrastructure improvements directly related to your project.  Due to 
large decreases in state and federal funding, you may be asked to finance almost 
anything a town needs but lacks the money to fund.  Don’t be surprised if you’re 
asked to buy the town a new fire truck or to “donate” bleachers for the high school 
football stadium that is miles away from your site.  Anything and everything is on 
the table as far as town leaders are concerned.  Nowadays, municipalities demand 
developers “pay to play.”

Part 1: Why Getting a Project Elected Is So Challenging
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9.  The war chest required to run your campaign just keeps 
	 getting bigger. 
Every four years, the cost of running for the presidency increases.  Similarly, the  
cost of running a campaign to get a development project “elected” is constantly 
escalating as well.  With today’s hectic lifestyles, it’s harder and harder to get the 
attention of the people you need to attend town meeting to vote for your project. 
Zero-based budgeting for community relations/get out the vote campaigns is not 
going to work.  You’ll need to have a marketing budget allocated and also be  
prepared to adjust that figure as you learn who you need to impress and what it  
will take to impress them.  

10.  It can get personal, so don’t take it personally  
Clearly, presidential candidates need to have thick skins to withstand all the highly 
personal slings and arrows directed their way during the course of a campaign.  
As the public face of your project, you too must be able to withstand personal  
criticism as you may quickly become the lightning rod for the opposition.  You may 
hear some not-so-flattering opinions about your project,  your team and yourself.   
It may seem personal, but you need to keep your eyes on the prize – getting a 
shovel in the ground as soon as possible.  

Part 1: Why Getting a Project Elected Is So Challenging
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Part 2: 10 Ways to Make Getting Your Project Elected Easier

How are you going to overcome the major roadblocks discussed in Part 1?  
You have a wide range of public affairs strategies and tactics from which to choose, 
but what really works best? Here are ten strategies we’ve found are key to getting  
a project approved: 

1.  Research, research, and more research.
It is critical to gain as much reconnaissance as possible about the local landscape. 
Identify the real power brokers; it’s not always the most obvious people who wield 
the most power.  Often a former town official who’s been out of office for a few 
years still has as much or more influence than current officeholders.  If you enter a 
town without knowing the influencers, you run the risk of taking advice from or 
relying on the wrong people to shape your project and move it through the 
approval process. 

You also need to research who is likely to fight your project.  In the political arena, 
they call this opposition research.  Determine who has butted heads with  
developers before and about what issues.  Identify the abutters to your property as 
they are key to project acceptance—and often highly vocal.  How are these folks 
regarded in the community?  Is their opinion listened to by neighbors or discounted 
because they oppose everything in town?  All of this data will be valuable  
information for crafting your campaign.

Today, Internet research makes it easier to identify the movers and shakers and  
local residents who are vocal about specific issues.  Never make the mistake of not 
knowing what’s happened before as you craft your development strategy.  In real 
estate approvals, history has a way of repeating itself unless you are creative about 
approaching the battle with new tactics—and research gives you the knowledge 
you need to be successful.
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Part 2: 10 Ways to Make Getting Your Project Elected Easier

2.  Draw your playbook up on the chalkboard; keep the  
      eraser handy.
Political campaigns all have playbooks; you’ll need one too. But don’t set it in stone 
because approval campaigns, like political campaigns, are highly volatile and 
change often.  Keep your ear to the ground so you can judge how well your 
playbook is working and when new strategies need to be added or revised based 
on the current political climate or events.  Let’s just say your strategy should be fluid 
but your state of mind and rhetoric resolute as you pass through the approval 
process hurdles.

3. Communicate effectively and embrace technology.
We don’t know of any major project approval campaign that has succeeded 
without an aggressive communications campaign to support it.  It’s important to 
have a single overriding message about your development—one that you never 
waiver from—no matter what happens.  Statements that show your commitment 
and support your overall plan such as, “Our goal is to build a new XYZ that fits within 
the town, brings financial value and makes the town an even better place to live 
and work” should be consistent throughout your campaign.

That being said, understand that project approval is not a “one message fits all” 
situation. You will be communicating with many different audiences, each of which 
has its own set of concerns.  This means you’ll need different sets of messages for 
each target audience.  Also, because misinformation travels faster than accurate 
information, you always need to be ready to rebut the rumor mill and address 
misconceptions head on. 

Understand the delicate balance between too much and too little information. 
Many developers try to play their cards close to the vest, only communicating on a 
“need to know” basis with the powers that be.  Others err on the side of caution by 
drowning people in project data before residents are ready to digest or accept it.  
The path to success lies somewhere in the middle. Provide people with a steady 
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Part 2: 10 Ways to Make Getting Your Project Elected Easier

flow of informative, well-honed messages using different types of media and  
methods—but keep it short, relevant and honest. 

Embrace technology in the form of a Web site, e-mail campaigns, on-line bulletin 
boards, blogs, Web cams of the site and other strategies to push accurate 
information to your key publics.  You can be sure your opposition will be using 
these tools to disseminate information against you. The goal here is to be accurate, 
transparent and relentless in getting out the truth. 

Read what is being said about you in the papers and on the Web—even if it is 
painful.  Don’t hesitate to respond to articles that you don’t agree with or are 
factually inaccurate by writing Letters to the Editor, Op Ed pieces, or commenting 
on a blog to set the record straight. 

4.  Listen carefully, but don’t believe everything you hear.
Have conversations with as many people in the community as possible because 
you never know who will be a supporter.  But beware–if all you’re hearing is positive 
comments, no doubt some people are just giving you lip service.

Just because you talk to five people who are very positive about your development 
doesn’t mean that it’s the prevailing thinking in the community; neither does 
talking with five people who are vehemently opposed to your project mean that 
you don’t stand a chance to win. 

Avoid the tendency to be overly influenced by the last person you spoke with as  
it’s the majority of residents who will either vote yea or nay for your project that  
really counts.

Conversely, just because someone says  “No one in town supports your project” 
doesn’t mean that’s really true.  Turn to tools like polling to help you determine 
exactly how many people are in favor of your project, how many opposed and what 
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Part 2: 10 Ways to Make Getting Your Project Elected Easier

their issues are so you can consider what changes you might make to the project to 
turn the tide in your favor. 

Polling gives you other important tools as well.  It’s important to understand what 
“give-backs” might make residents vote for the project—asking what would make 
you vote yes for development often gives the proponent a sense of what programs, 
problems or financial investments would make voters embrace the project.

Sure polling is expensive, but there’s a reason political candidates do it all the 
time—it gives them valuable, actionable, real-time information, quickly, efficiently 
and cost effectively at crucial times in the campaign. 

5.  Learn how to embrace or at least neutralize the opposition.
It is almost impossible to make the opposition fade away completely, but ignoring 
naysayers is also not an option.  While you may never convince them your project is 
right for the town, the best you can do is neutralize the anti-development forces by 
consistently listening to their concerns and responding in a rational, non-emotional 
manner.  Do not point out their  “Not In My Backyard” tendencies, even though this 
NIMBY philosophy is clearly driving their opposition.  Always take the high 
road—particularly when talking to the media about your opponents.  Treating 
everyone—no matter what their point of view about your development—with the 
utmost respect under all circumstances will pay huge dividends in the end. 

Sometimes when developers hear negative feedback about a project, their 
knee-jerk response is to consider downsizing it.  But frequently, the size of the 
project is not the real issue, and if you agree to a smaller project, opponents will 
suggest new reasons why it isn’t good for the town.  If you just keep lopping off 
square footage in response to your opponents, you’ll soon have a project that is  
not economically feasible!  The key is to ferret out what the real issues are, respond 
accordingly and not cave in too quickly.  Work hard to understand what opponents 
are telling you and why they are against certain aspects of your project.   
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Part 2: 10 Ways to Make Getting Your Project Elected Easier

Often what they are saying masks the real issue, and until you find out what makes 
the town and the opponents tick, you’re not going to crack the approval code. 

6.  Mobilize supporters.
Your campaign should be all about winning the hearts and minds of the people 
who will determine the fate of your project.  If the community in which you are  
operating has a closed town meeting, you’ll need to educate and convince town 
meeting members about the merits of your project.  If it’s an open town meeting, 
the road will be tougher and require far greater outreach to turn out enough people 
to achieve a two-thirds vote for your project.  You’ll need to employ influencer  
outreach and get-out-the-vote campaigns, among other tools, to assure the right 
people attend to vote “yea” for your project. In today’s busy world, mobilizing  
people to attend town meeting is not easy and requires employing all the tools  
in your arsenal.

Again, take a page out of the candidate’s playbook.  Use automated telephone 
reminders and door to door canvassing to encourage people to vote; send buses for 
senior citizens who can’t get to the polls; take out ads in the newspaper reminding 
people to vote; place volunteers on street corners with signs—in short, employ the 
same tools today’s candidates are using to turn out the vote.   

7. Empower your consultants to help build your case.
Ideally, the public affairs consultants you retain have conducted numerous  
successful approval process assignments.  They are experienced professionals who 
know the tactics that work and the approaches that can backfire.  Trust their advice 
and let them do the leg work required to understand the town’s hot buttons.   
By talking to residents, even the opposition, your consultants will be able to  
recommend what benefits (a new ball field, an improved intersection, money for 
the schools) can mitigate some of the negativity the townspeople feel toward you 
and your project.  Once you understand the issues, you can craft a campaign that 
speaks not only to how your project is going to benefit the town, but also reflects 
what residents want. 
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Part 2: 10 Ways to Make Getting Your Project Elected Easier

We recommend all key members of the development team who will participate in 
interviews go through media training.  It’s great experience for handling the day-to-
day interviews the development team will face with all the audiences in the town—
not just the media.  

8.  Address crises head on so they don’t kill the deal.
When something goes wrong, as it inevitably will, be quick and forthright in your 
response.  Never delay in dealing with a crisis situation when it hits. Be sure to  
develop a strategy for handling the issue, and then deal with it head on.  This is  
easiest when you’ve prepared a crisis communication plan that puts in place the 
mechanisms you’ll need to respond to an issue or crisis with accurate, timely  
information.  By brainstorming in advance all negative situations that can occur, 
you’ll be able to create a plan of action to deal with every situation. 

9. Be prepared to change strategies. 
Just as on the presidential campaign trail, things don’t always go as planned during 
project approval campaigns.  Setbacks are almost inevitable.  As a result, campaign 
plans should not be written in stone.  Instead, maintaining forward progress requires 
flexibility and adaptability. 

Be ready to blow up your original roadmap and create a new one if major  
roadblocks come your way.  Sometimes it makes sense to stay the course, and other 
times the course must be changed.  Whatever you decide, be sure to evaluate the 
pros and cons of each action and possible reaction.  Whenever possible, avoid  
getting bogged down in analysis paralysis.  Agile, quick-thinking development 
teams win the race. 

Adjust your strategy quickly and strategically and then communicate your new 
thinking to all key constituencies.  Again, this is where doing your homework in 
advance helps.  If you have a thorough understanding of a community, you will be 
much better positioned to adapt quickly to unexpected roadblocks.  Since you’ll 
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be on a first name basis with key influencers, neighbors, politicians and the media, 
you’ll know exactly who needs to be notified about important changes and can 
anticipate how they will react.

10.  Be gracious and grateful.
When the presidential campaign starts off in Iowa and New Hampshire, candidates 
practice so-called “retail politics,” which involves going door-to-door and holding 
small gatherings in people’s homes or at local coffee shops.  They are, in effect,  
asking people to allow them to become part of their community for the duration  
of the campaign.  Similarly, when you undertake a project in a town, you too are 
seeking to be part of that community. 

Be gracious to people who show an interest in your project.  People don’t have to 
take time out of their busy lives to attend informational meetings, visit your Web  
site or read the project newsletter.  Thank them for their time and opinions,  
whether they are for or against your project. We live in a democracy, and everyone’s 
vote counts.

Saying thank you publicly is the best way to ensure your constituencies feel  
appreciated for all the hard work and time they invested to get your project  
approved.  Everyone likes to be appreciated, and saying thanks is a great way to 
show you are grateful for the town’s support.  Plus, it shows they made the right 
choice as you are once again demonstrating that you are a good neighbor.  
And you never know, it may pave the way for the next project in the town.

Part 2: 10 Ways to Make Getting Your Project Elected Easier
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We hope you’ve enjoyed our book on Getting Your Project Elected.  While you may 
already have incorporated some or many of the ideas we’ve presented in your 
day-to-day approval process, it never hurts to review your processes to incorporate 
some of today’s new technologies.

We welcome your comments or questions and stand ready to help get your next 
project elected in Massachusetts.

Here is a list of several projects Schneider Associates helped  
get elected:

•	 Arborpoint at Seven Springs	 	 •	 Lexington Technology Park
•	 Arborpoint at Woodland Station		 • 	 Meadow Walk
•	 Burlington Centre	 	 	 	 •	 Megunko Property Development

•	 Burlington Land Swap	 	 	 • 	 Northwest Park
•	 Charles River Landing	 	 	 •	 Old English Square 
•	 Commons in Lexington Center	 	 •	 Wayside Commons
•	 Lenox Farms		 	 	 	 •	 Westwood Station
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 • 	 Worchester Crossing
	 	 	 • 	

Conclusion: Getting Your Project Elected
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Contact Us For  
More Information.

Phil Pennelletore, Vice President
2 Oliver Street,  Suite 901

Boston, MA 02109
617-646-3311

phil@schneiderpr.com
www.schneiderpr.com
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