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What we talk about when we talk about transportation: does the way we use language matter?
 Lake Strongheart McTigheRegional Planner, Metro
 2016 Oregon Active Transportation Summit
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Do we need a “transportation language” policy?
 a) Use objective, unbiased language: subjective language can support bias, obscure meaning
 b) Use plain language: technical jargon can obscure, alienate and exclude
 c) Use the correct words: using words with different meanings as though they were interchangeable can exclude
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Objective, unbiased language
 Biased Terms…………………Objective Terms• Improve………………………change, modify• Enhance, deteriorate ….change, increase, decrease• Upgrade……………….change, expand, widen, replace• Alternative……………………bus, bicycle, walk, non-car• Level of service…………….level of service for …• Traffic……………motor vehicle traffic, bike traffic…..• Accident………..collision, crash• Efficient…………fast
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Objective, unbiased language
 “Improve” “Improvement” “Improves”Biased• The following street improvements are recommended.• The intersection improvement will cost $5,000.• The motor vehicle capacity will be improved.
 Objective• The following street modifications are recommended.• The right turn channel will cost $5,000.• The motor vehicle capacity will be changed.
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Objective, unbiased language
 “Enhance” “Enhancement” “Deteriorate”Biased• The level of service was enhanced.• The level of service deteriorated.• The capacity enhancements will cost $40,000.
 Objective• The level of service for cars was changed.• The level of service for cars was decreased.• The level of service for cars was increased.• The increases to car capacity will cost $40,000.
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Objective, unbiased language
 “Upgrade”Biased• Upgrading the street will require a wider right of
 way.• The upgrades will lengthen sight distances.
 Objective• Widening the street will require a wider right of way.• The changes will lengthen sight distances.
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Objective, unbiased language
 “Alternative transportation”Biased• Alternative modes of transportation are important to
 downtown.
 Objective• Non-automobile forms of transportation are
 important to the downtown.• Non-motorized forms of transportation are
 important to the downtown.
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Use the correct words
 poor urban mobility

Page 9
						

Use the correct words
 poor urban mobility ≠ car congestion
 you can have good urban mobility, and car congestion at the same time

Page 10
						

Use the correct words
 poor urban mobility ≠ car congestion
 “When you use words with different meanings as though they were interchangeable, you are denying the existence or relevance of people who are included in one meaning but not the other.”
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Plain language, not technical jargon

Page 12
						

Plain language, not technical jargon
 • Issues=problems• Leverage=use, exploit• Mitigate =reduce, avoid, prevent• Stakeholders=participants• Sunset the project=kill the project• Urban fabric = appearance or character• Dwelling unit=single-family house or apartment unit• Neighborhood commercial uses = shops, stores, or
 businesses
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Sometimes more words matter
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