Development of Successful Master-Planned Communities: An Analysis of The Woodlands,
Texas Project

Introduction

This thesis will explore the similarities that exist among successful master-planned
communities (MPCs). It will identify the common traits successful MPCs possess, provide
examples of both successful and unsuccessful MPCs, and explain how successful MPCs manifest
these traits. This thesis will specifically discuss the individuals and rationale behind the
prosperous Woodlands development in Texas. The work of this thesis will provide valuable
information to scholars and business students on the subject of community development, and will
attempt to answer the research question: What factors lead to successfully developing and
preserving master-planned communities?

Scope of Work

The thesis will have three components: a case study, a literature review, and an
instructor’s manual. The case study will discuss how George P. Mitchell was able to successfully
develop The Woodlands, which regularly holds a ranking as one of the top 10 MPCs in the
country (“Welcome to the Woodlands”, n.d.). The literature review will analyze scholarly, peer-
reviewed articles that explore the common characteristics that successful MPC developments
possess. Additionally, the literature review section will provide examples of MPCs that have
these traits. Finally, the instructor’s manual section will suggest courses at Tulane that could
incorporate the subject material of both the case study and the literature review. The instructor’s
manual will also provide in-depth suggestions for professors on how they can use this thesis to

facilitate class discussions.



Value of Research

Scholars who study urban planning believed that the housing market was going to
dramatically change as Millennials and Baby Boomers grew older. Scholars predicted that
Millennials would abandon the suburban lifestyles of their parents and Baby Boomers would
leave their large suburban homes for smaller, downtown condominiums. According to 2018
housing data, the exact opposite happened: Millennials were moving back to their parents’
communities and Baby Boomers were remaining in their suburban homes even after retirement.
For example, in the New Haven development in Ontario, California, as of 2018, 43 percent of
home buyers have been millennials, which is double what the community’s developer originally
anticipated (Brass, 2018).

Considering that the youngest population of home buyers are purchasing homes in MPCs,
research about these communities will not only be relevant, but also significant. To meet the
demands of the country’s growing population, developers will need to continue to offer living
alternatives outside of major metropolitan areas. MPCs can provide individuals with these
alternative living situations, and the market suggests that demand for these communities will
increase in the future (Brass, 2018). Therefore, research about MPCs will give developers and
other interested parties valuable insights that they can use to create ongoing viable and successful
projects.

Case Study

The case study section of my thesis will take an in-depth look at a specific example of a
master-planned community development. Throughout the case study, I will analyze how George
P. Mitchell was able to successfully develop The Woodlands, Texas, a master-planned

community approximately 30 miles north of Houston (“About the Woodlands”, n.d.).



In 1964, the Mitchell Energy and Development Company purchased the Grogan Cochran
Lumber Company’s land, of which 2,800 acres would later become home to The Woodlands.
Throughout the next ten years, Mitchell Energy continued to buy land and by 1974, the
Company had acquired nearly 20,000 acres of land (Houston Chronicle, 2013). With the belief
that the urbanization of major metropolitan areas was not occurring correctly, George P.
Mitchell, wanted his new development, The Woodlands, to manifest his belief.

Mitchell wanted to ensure that The Woodlands would offer a diverse range of houses,
employ at least one-third of its residents, and have a school system that could compete with
Houston Independent School District (HISD). With the challenge of developing a suburban
community that would still be connected to the nearby City of Houston, Mitchell hired
individuals who had successfully developed the master-planned communities of Irvine,
California and Columbia, Maryland.

In 1972, the United States Housing and Urban Development Department granted Mitchel
$50 million in loan guarantees to assist with The Woodlands development. Two years later, in
1974, The Woodlands celebrated its grand opening (Houston Media Source, 2018).

As of August 2020, The Woodlands was home to 118,000 residents, 8,000 businesses,
and several schools (The Woodlands Township, n.d.). Although his company sold The
Woodlands in 1997, Mitchell continued to contribute to the growth of the community up until his

death in 2013 (Carroll & Wethe, 2013).

Literature Review

Leading scholars who analyze master-planned communities attribute the successful

performance of MPCs to a variety of factors. My literature review will analyze these factors and



provide examples of MPCs that possess them. Furthermore, my literature review will examine
what factors contribute to unsuccessful MPC performance.

Michael Rodgers, an attorney who provides counsel to local and international master-
planned community developers, analyzed several ways to improve the profitability of MPCs. In
his journal, Rodgers stated that MPC developers who take complete control over the sales and
marketing efforts of their developments do not experience the same issues that developers who
sell off their lots en masse encounter. According to Rodgers, after developers assume
responsibility for marketing and selling the lots within their communities, they can ensure that
their MPCs maintain the developers’ intended brands by leveraging brand awareness in their
marketing campaigns. To offset the expenses of centralizing sales and marketing efforts,
developers can add fixed marketing fees and sales commissions to the sale of each lot. With the
added revenues, these developers can achieve above average, per-lot sales premiums and net
profits in the range of 20 to 25 percent, compared to the industry average of less than ten percent
(Rodgers, 2002).

Since Irvine, California incorporated in 1971, this MPC, one of the country’s oldest and
largest, has earned a reputation as one of the “best places to live” (Rhees, 2011). Irvine’s quality
of housing, jobs, and school form the basis of its positive reputation. As a result of its success,
Irvine, California has become a template for subsequent developments. Irvine was able to expand
quickly after incorporation and attract many residents because of the developer’s focus on
providing job opportunities within the community. After the post-World War II building boom of
the 1950s, Americans increasingly looked to escape the overly-populated metropolitan areas.

Two decades later, by providing enough jobs within its borders, Irvine attracted residents who



did not want to commute to Los Angeles for work. Almost three decades after it incorporated,
Irvine had three jobs for every household in 2000 (Forsyth, 2005).

In addition to the convenience of having sufficient jobs for their residents within the
community itself, successful MPCs cater towards like-minded individuals. In South Florida, the
2019 Arden MPC offers residents healthy and sustainable amenities. This “Agrihood” attracts
health-minded South Florida residents who want to experience the development’s farming
classes, hiking trips, and fitness-focused community centers. In fact, Arden’s success in
attracting a certain type of resident earned it the title of 2019 Grand Aurora Master-Planned
Community of the Year (PR Newswire, 2019).

Instructor’s Manual

A course at Tulane that could implement the material of my thesis is FINE 4210, Real
Estate Planning & Development. The FINE 4210 professor would first need to lecture the
students about what MPCs are and provide a history of The Woodlands project. After these
lectures, the professor could create a variety of assignments. One of these assignments could be
to find an undeveloped area in the United States and plan a MPC development. Because of the
amount of time and real estate knowledge required to complete this assignment, the professor
should grade students on whether or not they discussed the factors that the professor mentioned
during his or her lectures about MPCs. For example, during a student’s presentation on his or her
MPC development, the student would need to discuss the MPC’s ability to offer a job market for
its residents and the community’s dependency on the nearby metropolitan area. Another potential
assignment for FINE 4210 would be for the students to study an MPC of their own choice and
present on why they consider the MPC to be successful or unsuccessful. This assignment would

require a two-step analysis 1) Are factors that the professor mentioned during lectures present in



the MPC? 2) Regardless of whether the MPC possesses the factors, has the MPC been
successful?

Another Tulane course that could implement my thesis’s subject material is MGMT
4160, Leadership. Part of this course involves students analyzing real-world cases involving both
successful and unsuccessful examples of leadership. During this part of the course, the professor
could discuss George P. Mitchell’s style of leadership with a focus on how Mitchell convinced
the executives of his petroleum-centered company to venture into real estate development. After
the professor’s lecture, students could provide an analysis on whether or not they view Mitchell’s
leadership style as successful.

Preliminary Bibliography

Literature Review References

As "agrihoods" go mainstream, south florida's arden sets the nationwide standard for healthier,
more sustainable master-planned communities: According to the urban land institute,
when it comes to master-planned communities, central farms are quickly replacing golf
courses nationwide, offering residents a healthier and more sustainable amenity. freehold
communities' arden, south florida's first-of-its-kind "agrihood," recently won the 2019
grand aurora "master-planned community of the year" award and continues to attract
tremendous attention as this popular concept quickly moves mainstream. (2019, Sep 04).
PR Newswire. Retrieved from
http://libproxy.tulane.edu:2048/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/22839527
68?accountid=14437

Forsyth, A. (2005). Grading the irvine ranch. Planning, 71(5), 36-39. Retrieved from
http://libproxy.tulane.edu:2048/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/20666221
2?accountid=14437

Moudon, A. V. (2000). ULI on the future: Smart growth-economy, community, environment /
trends and innovations in master-planned communities. American Planning
Association.Journal of the American Planning Association, 66(1), 95-96. Retrieved from
http://libproxy.tulane.edu:2048/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/22964638
7?accountid=14437

Rhees, S. S. (2011). No small plans: The story of three master planned communities that have



come of age. Planning, 77(7), 22-26. Retrieved from
http://libproxy.tulane.edu:2048/login?url=https://search-proquest-
com.libproxy.tulane.edu/docview/963826139?accountid=14437

Rodgers, M. (2002). Making MPCs profitable: a few proven practices can enhance the success of
master-planned communities. Urban Land, 61(5), 16-19. Retrieved from

https://illiad.tulane.edu/illiad.dl1? Action=10&Form=75& Value=4599568

Case Study References

Brass, K. (2018, July 2). Defying Expectations for Master-Planned Communities. UrbanLand.
https://urbanland.uli.org/development-business/defying-expectations-master-planned-
communities/?submitted=true

Carroll, J. & Wethe, D. (2013, July 26). George P. Mitchell, who revolutionized oil and gas
exploration, dies at 94. Washington Post.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/george-p-mitchell-who-revolutionized-oil-
and-gas-exploration-dies-at-94/2013/07/26/5dbf258c-f611-11e2-aa2e-
4088616498b4 _story.html

Davis, M. (2006, February 4). An Interview with George P. Mitchell. The Houston Review.
https://houstonhistorymagazine.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/George-Mitchell-Intervi
ew-optimized.pdf

Houston Chronicle. (2013, July 30). History of the Woodlands.
https://www.chron.com/neighborhood/woodlands/news/article/History-of-The-
Woodlands-4696126.php

[Houston Media Sources]. (2018, January 9). George Mitchell - Woodlands Development
[Video]. YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E5wx5nx3isk

The Real Investment Show. (2019, September 24). The Loren Steffy Interview: George P.
Mitchell [Video]. YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jSLZzXeNPDE

Stefty, L. (2019, October 16). How One Desperate Energy Executive Launched the Fracking
Revolution. Texas Monthly. https://www.texasmonthly.com/news/energy-executive-

launched-fracking-revolution/

The Woodland Township. (n.d.). About The Woodlands.
https://www.thewoodlandstownship-tx.gov/1243/About-The-Woodlands

Welcome to the Woodlands. (n.d.). The Woodlands. https://www.thewoodlands.com/

Zuckerman, G. (2013, November 6). Breakthrough: The Accidental Discovery that
Revolutionized American Energy. The Atlantic



https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2013/1 1/breakthrough-the-accidental-
discovery-that-revolutionized-american-energy/281193/



