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Introduction 
 
Everyone deserves the opportunity to live a good life in a prosperous place. Future 
generations deserve that same opportunity, too. But there’s a problem. For decades, North 
American communities have been growing, yet we’ve given little thought to whether future 
generations can afford to maintain the world we’re passing on to them—or how many of the 
things we build are making our communities worse places to live in today. We’re wasting time 
and squandering resources that should be used to make our communities more prosperous. 
 
The good news is that there are thousands of people across the United States and Canada 
who are advocating for a radically new way of thinking about the way we build our world. 
Strong Towns is here to support and guide these advocates, and we do so in large part 
through the media we produce. 
 
This style guide is a reference for how Strong Towns media should be written. It covers the 
voice and tone of Strong Towns content, the terms we use and how we use them, guidelines 
for mechanics, and how-to guides for laying out content in the various platforms we utilize. 
The main intent of this guide is to help our staff and guest writers keep all Strong Towns 
content polished, clear, and consistent across platforms. 
 
Much of the following draws from other well-established style guides and related resources, 
chiefly The Associated Press Stylebook, 55th Edition, The Chicago Manual of Style, 17th Edition, 
the Mailchimp Style Guide, and The Punctuation Guide. For issues not covered in this guide, 
consult the AP Stylebook or Merriam- Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, 11th Edition. 
 
  

https://www.apstylebook.com/
https://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/home.html
https://styleguide.mailchimp.com/
https://www.thepunctuationguide.com/index.html
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Voice and Tone 
 
Strong Towns has a distinct voice that reflects our principles and core tenets, and we use this 
voice in all of our content. However, the tone we use is not always the same. Think of it this 
way: you have a style of speaking that’s unique to you, but you wouldn’t use the same tone of 
voice at a party as you would at a funeral. Similarly, the voice (core principles) of Strong Towns 
should be recognizable and consistent in any content we put out; however, we wouldn’t use 
the same tone (attitude in a given piece) in an article about Schitt's Creek as we would in an 
article about traffic stop deaths. 
 

Voice 
 
Our writing is people centric. We are here to empower our readers and provide them with 
practical tools to make their place stronger, no matter who they are or where they’re from. 
Our content does not position us, Strong Towns, at the center of any story. Our audience 
members are the heroes of the story, and our content should focus on their journeys: 
understanding the problem they face (fragility and insolvency in their place), discovering a 
solution to their problem (the Strong Towns approach), and achieving success (seeing their 
place become stronger and more resilient). In other words, we are the guide helping them to 
accomplish their goals. With that in mind, know that in all Strong Towns content, we are... 
 
Non-Partisan: Strong Towns is proud to speak to an audience that spans the full breadth of 
the political spectrum. Our writers are mindful of the fact that not all of our readers will share 
the same political beliefs, language, or background. We don’t shy away from giving honest 
criticism, but we start from a place of empathizing with people and we always assume good 
faith. “Critical” does not have to mean “cruel,” and we avoid being needlessly inflammatory, 
hyperbolic, or alienating. 
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Conversational: We believe that everyone should have the opportunity to take part in shaping 
the places they love, regardless of their professional training. We write as if we are explaining 
our perspectives on a topic to a friend, not drafting an academic paper or a technical manual. 
We avoid using jargon, and explain all terminology that isn’t immediately accessible to a non-
professional audience. We don’t want to come off as elitist or condescending. Remember: the 
most important thing is that the reader (the hero of the story) understands our (the guide’s) 
message. 
 
Accessible: We welcome and often feature writing that is about a specific region, town, or 
even street. But no matter how specific an example may be, everything that Strong Towns 
publishes is focused on helping cities and towns across North America grow stronger. Pieces 
that document specific city projects, challenges, or issues should be written with an eye 
towards how a national audience might relate and apply this example to their own 
communities. 
 
Also note that all of our content is published under a Creative Commons license, meaning that 
others can copy and redistribute our work. We want people to freely share the Strong Towns 
message with others. 
 

Tone 
 
At Strong Towns, our voice is conversational, and our tone tends to be informative, clear, and 
earnest. We don’t want to come off as either overly informal or overly dry. Is the subject 
matter of an article serious or somber in nature? Take that into account and be respectful. 
Likewise, when writing about something that’s more lighthearted, then no need to sound too 
grave. It’s okay to employ a bit of wittiness in our writing, but we make sure it’s appropriate 
for the topic at hand and always avoid “punching down.”  Above all, strive to create an 
educative atmosphere where any audience member can feel that they have something to 
gain by reading our content. 
  



  
StrongTowns.org 6 

A–Z Entries 
 
For terms not addressed here, refer to the Associated Press Stylebook, 55th Edition and 
Merriam- Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, 11th Edition . 
 
The following links contain further reading for Strong Towns-specific terms: 

"Strong Towns Lingo" 
"The Strong Towns Approach" 
"The Growth Ponzi Scheme" 
"17 Head-scratcher Housing Terms, Defined" 
"Strong Towns Lingo" (Action Lab) 

Specific terms can also be searched for in the Strong Towns Action Lab. 
 

Index: 
A Entries N Entries 
B Entries O Entries 
C Entries P Entries 
D Entries Q Entries 
E Entries R Entries 
F Entries S Entries 
G Entries T Entries 
H Entries U Entries 
I Entries V Entries 
K Entries Y Entries 
L Entries  
M Entries  

 

 
 
  

https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2015/10/17/strong-towns-lingo
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2015/11/11/the-strong-towns-approach
https://www.strongtowns.org/the-growth-ponzi-scheme
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2018/3/30/17-head-scratcher-housing-words-defined
https://actionlab.strongtowns.org/hc/en-us/articles/360054412112-Strong-Towns-Lingo
https://actionlab.strongtowns.org/hc/en-us
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A 
 
accessory dwelling unit (ADU), granny 
flats Any unit added onto a single family 
home where an additional person or family 
could live. Can take the form of a 
basement, attic, or garage that is 
converted into its own small unit, or a 
separate cottage built in the yard of a 
homeowner. Are functionally illegal in 
many American cities. Should be spelled 
out fully when first introduced, and can be 
abbreviated afterward. 
 
abbreviations A few abbreviations are 
universally recognized and do not need to 
be explained. In general, however, 
abbreviated terms should be fully written 
out the first time they are introduced, with 
the abbreviation given in parentheses after 
the term. Besides some official and 
universally recognized exceptions, 
lowercase and mixed-case abbreviations in 
general should include periods, whereas 
uppercase abbreviations should not. 
Abbreviations should be avoided in 
headlines.  
 
academic degrees and titles Abbreviated 
academic degrees should only ever be 
given after a person’s full name. They 
should be set off by commas, both before 
and after the abbreviation. Do not include a 
courtesy title together with an abbreviated 

degree. When referring to a degree in the 
possessive form, it is acceptable to exclude 
the word degree (i.e., both bachelor’s and 
bachelor’s degree are acceptable). 

Possessive: 
bachelor’s degree 
master’s degree 

Not Possessive: 
associate degree 
Bachelor of Arts 

 
addresses Abbreviations (like St. or Blvd.) 
should only be used with numbered 
addresses. If an address is given without a 
number, the full street name should be 
spelled out, with all parts of the name 
capitalized. Spell out and capitalize ordinal 
numbers up to 10th and above. Cardinal 
numbers in addresses should always be 
given as figures. Compass points should 
only be abbreviated (with periods) in 
numbered addresses. Abbreviated 
quadrants (i.e., NE, SE, SW, NW) do not 
take periods. Periods must be used for P.O. 
Box numbers in addresses. 
 
affordable housing Can refer to one of two 
things: subsidized affordable housing or 
naturally occurring affordable housing.  
 
Subsidized affordable housing (sometimes 
referred to as capital- A affordable housing) 
is housing that is made to be affordable, 
not through the private market, but by 
nonprofit or government subsidies.  
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Naturally occurring affordable housing 
(sometimes referred to as NOAH by those 
who work in the field) is housing that is 
available on the regular market, open to 
anyone and not subsidized by a 
government or nonprofit, but which 
happens to be within the budget of many 
families. Most affordable housing in 
America falls into this category. In many 
cities the naturally occurring affordable 
housing tends to be older, less well cared 
for, and/or not in the most desirable 
neighborhoods when compared with 
housing that is only accessible to higher-
income families. 
 
Strong Towns believes that naturally 
occurring affordable housing offers the 
greatest possibility for increasing options 
and making homes accessible to more 
people. We encourage towns to focus on 
improving the quality of this housing and 
lifting restrictions that prevent more of it 
from being built. 
 
also known as, aka Acceptable to 
abbreviate. Do not include periods with the 
abbreviation. 
 
am, a.m., AM See: time, time zones. 
 
animals Unless otherwise noted in 
Webster’s New World College Dictionary, 
common names of animals should be 
given in lowercase except when they 

include a proper noun (e.g., Mexican free-
tailed bat). 
 
annual Should be given in lowercase 
unless part of an event’s full title. Avoid 
using the term first annual. 
 
approach When referencing the Strong 
Towns approach, approach should be in 
lowercase. 
 
area median income (AMI) The median 
income of all households in a given county 
or metropolitan region. Should be spelled 
out fully when first introduced, and can be 
abbreviated afterward. 
 
author Can be used as a verb, albeit 
sparingly. 
 

 
 

B 
 
blight A label sometimes given to older 
properties, implying that they should be 
demolished. Strong Towns avoids using 
this term except in reference to the 
opinions of outside sources. 
 
bottom up, bottom-up Should be 
hyphenated when used as an adjective. 
Otherwise, omit the hyphen. 
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The Bottom-Up Revolution A podcast 
series hosted by Rachel Quednau. The title 
of the podcast should be written as “The 
Bottom- Up Revolution.” If the word 
podcast is included after the title, it should 
be in lowercase. 
 

 
 

C 
 
centimeter, cm See: measurements. 
 
cents See: Punctuation, Currency Symbols. 
 
centuries See: dates. 
 
chaotic but smart Projects and initiatives 
that start outside of traditional 
governmental systems and involve little 
risk of public funds, yet have the potential 
to create significant improvement. 
Originates from Carlson's Law, which 
states: In a world where so many people 
now have access to education and cheap 
tools of innovation, innovation that 
happens from the bottom up tends to be 
chaotic but smart. Innovation that happens 
from the top down tends to be orderly but 
dumb. 
 
concentrated poverty Neighborhoods 
where a large majority of residents live in 
serious poverty. 

 

 
 

D 
 
dates Use numerals, without ordinal 
abbreviations. Do not abbreviate months 
except in press releases (see AP Stylebook 
for guidelines). Only set off a year with 
commas if both a month and date are also 
given (e.g., on August 10, 2020, the bill was 
passed; in August 2020 the bill was 
passed). If a given event falls within the 
same year of writing, then the year does 
not need to be stated. If the event is in a 
past or future year, then the year must be 
provided.  
 
An apostrophe should not be included 
when referring to spans of decades or 
centuries (e.g., the 1900s, the 1950s). 
Avoid referring to spans of decades 
without specifying the century (e.g., the 
50s, the sixties). When describing centuries 
in ordinal form, spell out all centuries 
before the 10th and do not hyphenate or 
capitalize the word century (e.g., the 
second century BCE, the 20th century). Use 
the abbreviations BCE and CE, not BC or 
AD. 
 
density Should be avoided as a metric. 
Strong Towns focuses instead on 
insolvency as a problem, and productive 
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places as the solution. Density should 
especially be avoided if it’s being used as 
shorthand for “good cities” and “good 
urban development.” Suggested 
substitutes: compact development, mixed-
use walkable neighborhoods.  
 
desperation phase A phase of the Growth 
Ponzi Scheme wherein indebted local 
governments are so desperate for growth 
that they are willing to make any financial 
deal, regardless of how bad, if it provides 
even the illusion of progress. Such deals 
often include, but are not limited to: tax 
subsidies, the creation of shovel-ready 
sites, subsidized extension of public 
utilities, land giveaways, etc. Typically 
occurs towards the end of the second life 
cycle and the beginning of the third. 
 
development-oriented transit Creating 
transit options that connect existing 
productive neighborhoods, rather than 
building expensive rail lines and large new 
developments in the hopes of inducing 
people to live in a given place and use 
public transit more often. 
 
days of the week Do not abbreviate. 
 
dimensions See: measurements. 
 
directions Lowercase all cardinal and 
ordinal directions, except when they 

designate regions or are part of a proper 
name. 
 
disability Do not comment on an 
individual’s disability unless it is necessary 
and clearly relevant to the story at hand. 
Whenever possible, consult with the 
individual in question before writing about 
their disability. Always use person-first 
language and avoid language that implies 
affliction, suffering, pity, or condescension. 
When referring to assistive technology 
such as wheelchairs, crutches, canes, 
walkers, hearing aids, etc., always describe 
the individual as using the technology 
rather than being confined or bound by it. 
 
dollars See: Punctuation, Currency 
Symbols. 
 
downzone A segment of Upzoned where 
speakers on the podcast discuss their 
recent interests. In Upzoned posts, a short 
summary (prefaced by Then, in the 
downzone,) should be given of the 
downzone at the end of the writeup. 
 
drunk, drunken, drunkenness Drunk is 
used after the verb to be. Drunken is used 
before nouns. (e.g., The driver was drunk. 
He was accused of drunken driving.) 
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E 
 
e-book Not ebook or Ebook.  
 
e.g. Means for example and must be 
followed by a comma. Default to e.g. over 
ex. 
 
elderly See: older adults. 
 
events For event titles, use title case and 
quotation marks. 
 

 
 

F 
 
farther, further Farther should be used in 
reference to physical distances, whereas 
further refers to figurative distances. 
 
foot, ft., ‘ See: measurements. 
 

 
 

G 
 
gender-neutral language Default to 
gender-neutral language whenever 
possible. When referring to a job title or 
role, try to use a gender-neutral version of 

the term (e.g., flight attendant rather than 
steward/stewardess, police officer rather 
than policeman/policewoman). When 
referring to a hypothetical person, use they 
rather than he or she. Do not characterize 
nations, ships, or storms as she; use it. 
 
gentrification A vague term that should be 
avoided when possible. Strong Towns 
writers should find more precise language 
to use when attempting to discuss issues 
related to “gentrification,”or clearly define 
what they mean and why when using the 
term. 
 
Growth Ponzi Scheme The way most local 
governments finance growth and 
development. Projects that are supposed 
to create growth are financed through one 
of the mechanisms of growth, with most 
of the costs of the transaction being paid 
by someone other than the local 
government. In return for this "growth," 
the local government agrees to assume 
the long-term obligation to maintain the 
infrastructure and provide service to the 
property. While cash flow may be positive 
in the early years, the exchange of a near-
term cash benefit for a long-term 
obligation ultimately results in a negative 
cash flow when the maintenance bill 
comes due. To address the shortfall, cities 
pursue additional growth providing them 
with the short-term cash needed in 
exchange for more, long-term liabilities. 
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Like any Ponzi scheme, once the rate of 
growth stops accelerating, the 
compounding liabilities that come due 
result in insolvency. 
 
Do not abbreviate. If referred to as the 
Growth Ponzi Scheme, the word the 
should not be capitalized. 
 

 
 

H 
 
homeless, homelessness Avoid describing 
individuals as homeless people; instead 
use people experiencing homelessness or 
people without homes/housing . Do not use 
the term the homeless to describe groups 
of people without housing. 
 
Housing Choice Vouchers, the Housing 
Choice Voucher program, Section 8 
Formerly called Section 8. A form of 
subsidized affordable housing in which 
families who qualify (usually by having an 
income that is 50% or less than the AMI) 
may be provided with government funding 
to pay a portion of their rent in standard, 
market-rate housing. It is overseen by local 
Public Housing Authorities, although the 
money comes from the federal 
government. Waitlists for this program 
tend to be extremely long, making it a far 
cry from an affordable housing solution. 

 
housing projects See: public housing, 
housing projects, projects. 
 
human scale Building at a scale, and with a 
level of detail and nuance, that creates a 
sense-of-place for a person on foot. This 
concept is not related to the term out of 
scale, which should be avoided in Strong 
Towns materials (see: out of scale). 
 

 
 

I 
 
i.e. Means that is, and must be followed by 
a comma. 
 
illusion of wealth The short-term 
"success" that a local government 
experiences during the first life cycle of the 
Growth Ponzi Scheme. 
 
inch, in., “ See: measurements. 
 
incremental development See: small- scale 
development, incremental development.  
 
Infrastructure Cult The chorus of advocacy 
organizations, media outlets, and 
politicians that reflexively believe that 
infrastructure spending is a good financial 
investment. If referred to as the 
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Infrastructure Cult, the word the should 
not be capitalized. 
 
institutions See: organizations. 
 
italics Should be used with titles of full-
length, freestanding works, such as books, 
movies, podcast series, blogs, news 
outlets, etc. 
 

 
 

K 
 
kilometer See: measurements. 
 

 
 

L 
 
life cycle The period of time between when 
a piece of infrastructure is built and when it 
needs reconstruction or replacement. 
 
lists, listings Lists can be either numbered 
or bulleted. If at least one of the listings is 
a complete sentence, then capitalize the 
first letter and add a period at the end of 
every listing. 
 
low income housing tax credits (LIHTC) “A 
dollar-for-dollar tax credit in the United 
States for affordable housing 

investments.” (Definition via Wikipedia.) 
Currently, around 90% of all officially 
designated "affordable housing" in the 
United States has been developed through 
LIHTC. The LIHTC program has been 
criticized for a lack of oversight and for 
being more of a giveaway to big 
developers than a solution to affordable 
housing issues. Should be spelled out fully 
when first introduced, and can be 
abbreviated afterward. 
 

 
 

M 
 
market-rate housing Housing that is 
available on the private market, not 
subsidized or limited to any specific income 
level. 
 
measurements Spell out all units, do not 
abbreviate or use apostrophes or 
quotation marks. Use hyphens with 
adjectival forms before nouns. Default to 
U.S. customary units (aka the Imperial 
system), unless there is a specific reason 
why metric units must be used. 
 
mechanisms of growth Financially 
unsustainable mechanisms that have 
fueled the current growth pattern within 
our towns and neighborhoods. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Low-Income_Housing_Tax_Credit
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Descriptions of each of the mechanisms 
can be found here. 
 
meter, m See: measurements.  
 
miles per hour, mph Acceptable to 
abbreviate in all references. Should have a 
space between it and the preceding figure, 
without a hyphen. 
 
missing middle, missing middle housing 
Housing that accommodates more people 
than a single family home but does not 
come in the form of a large apartment 
building. Referred to as "missing" middle 
because many communities do not have 
much of this type of mid-range housing. 
 
mixed-use Any building that contains at 
least two different types of uses in it. The 
most common mixed-use buildings have 
commercial spaces for stores, restaurants, 
etc. on the bottom floor and apartments 
on the upper floor(s). Other common 
mixed-use building types include: 
commercial on the bottom floor and offices 
on the upper floor(s), or residence in one 
area of the building and a 
studio/workspace in another area of the 
building (sometimes called a live/work 
space). 
 
months See: dates. 
 

mount, mountains Spell out mount in all 
uses; do not abbreviate as mt. Capitalize 
mountains only when part of a proper 
name. 
 
miles per hour, mph Can be abbreviated in 
all references. 
 
multi-family housing (MFH) Any building 
meant for more than one family, such as a 
duplex, apartment, or condo building. 
Should be spelled out fully when first 
introduced, and can be abbreviated 
afterward. 
 

 
 

N 
 
names Some people may be referred to by 
their first names in Strong Towns material. 
The writer must use their discretion to 
determine if it would be more appropriate 
to refer to someone by their first or last 
name. In all cases, always introduce 
someone by their full name when they are 
first mentioned.  
 
All members of the Strong Towns staff 
may be referred to by their first names. 
Strong Towns founder and president 
Charles Marohn may be referred to as 
Chuck. However, there are instances 
where referring to him by his full name is 

https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2009/11/11/mechanisms-of-growth.html
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more appropriate (as on book titles, flyers, 
posters, etc., or when giving both his name 
and title, i.e., Strong Towns founder and 
president Charles Marohn). 
 
Strong Towns members, guest writers, 
speakers, board members, and other 
people closely aligned with the 
organization may also be referred to by 
their first names in some instances. If 
unsure, the writer should always default to 
using surnames.  
 
Nicknames and pseudonyms may be used 
if requested by the person being written 
about, or if that is how they are generally 
known to the public (usually in the case of 
celebrities, famous authors, etc.). Include a 
middle name (initialed or in full) only if that 
is how the person is publicly referred to. 
Minors under the age of 15 should 
generally be referred to by their first name 
after their initial introduction, unless the 
seriousness of the story calls for 
surnames. 
 
Always use the most current name that a 
person goes by. Include past names only 
when it is relevant to the story. If a name 
change is related to a person’s gender or 
sexuality, do not use their past name(s) 
unless it is relevant to the story and you 
are given explicit permission to do so. 
 

Make all efforts to include accent marks or 
other diacritical marks in a person’s name, 
unless the symbol is not supported by the 
font and there is no option to change the 
font. 
 
Netherlands Can be the Netherlands or 
Netherlands depending on the structure of 
the sentence. 
 
They traveled to the Netherlands for the 
conference. 
 
The conference was held in The Hague, 
Netherlands, in May. 
 
newspaper names Italicize, except in press 
releases. If the word the is included in the 
newspaper’s official title, then it should be 
included and capitalized, unless the title is 
being used as a modifier (e.g., a New York 
Times bestseller; reading The New York 
Times). 
 
NIMBY Stands for Not In My BackYard. 
Refers to people who may express 
sympathy for a given change in their city 
but don’t want it to happen in their 
neighborhood. The term is typically 
employed pejoratively by advocates who 
favor a given change and use the word to 
call out residents who may be hindering 
the preferred development. May be 
introduced as an abbreviation in its first 
usage. 
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numbers, numerals Write out all numbers 
(both ordinal and cardinal) up to 10. 
Exceptions can be made for headlines, 
which may include numerals of any value. 
Use numerals for all numbers 10 and 
higher, whether cardinal or ordinal. Refer 
to the AP Stylebook for specific guidelines 
and other exceptions to these rules. 
 

 
 

O 
 
OK, okay Either form is acceptable, though 
OK is preferred, particularly when used as a 
verb (i.e., OK’d, OK’ing). Do not use O.K. 
 
older adults Preferred over senior or 
elderly. Do not refer to a group or groups of 
older adults as the elderly. 
 
organizations Capitalize the names of 
organizations, but give the internal 
elements in lowercase when they are 
generic terms (e.g., the geology 
department at Texas State University). 
Capitalize internal elements of an 
organization's name if they are not generic 
terms. Also capitalize if terms in the name 
could be switched to remove the word of 
(e.g., University of Texas School of Nursing; 
University of Texas Nursing School). 
 

out of scale A vague criticism that implies 
disapproval for large or tall buildings. 
Should be avoided in Strong Towns 
materials, as Strong Towns focuses on the 
function of buildings, not their form. 
 

 
 

P 
 
percent Give with numerals and the 
percent sign (%). If given at the beginning of 
a sentence, spell out both the figure and 
the word percent. 
 
pm, p.m., PM See: time, time zones. 
 
podcasts Podcast names should be given 
in italics, whereas episode titles should be 
in quotation marks. 
 
productive place A place that creates 
enough excess wealth to make sustaining 
its basic infrastructure financially feasible. 
 
public housing, housing projects, projects 
Any housing created by the government 
and typically offered to low-income 
residents. Tend to have long or even closed 
waitlists, making them not a true solution 
to housing affordability issues. 
Additionally, they have historically been 
plagued with neglected maintenance 
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issues, safety concerns, and poor 
conditions. 
 

 
 

Q 
 
Quantum Theory of Economic 
Development The assertion frequently put 
forward by engineers, city planners, 
economic development professionals, and 
their supporters that, while individual 
public projects may not make financial 
sense, the aggregate effect of all the public 
investments being made are positive, even 
if they can't be measured. Should be 
capitalized, but not italicized. If referred to 
as the Quantum Theory of Economic 
Development, the word the should not be 
capitalized. 
 
quotes Use quotes only if they are the best 
way to convey meaning or support an 
argument. Be judicious when using 
multiple quotes in a piece, and especially 
do not overuse block quotes. Quotes that 
appear to contain factual or grammatical 
errors should be paraphrased whenever 
possible. Full quotes are preferred over 
partial/fragmentary quotes. Always include 
a link to the quoted material, unless the 
writer of the piece personally interviewed 
the quoted party (in which case, the fact 
that the author conducted the interview 

should be indicated in the article’s text). 
Also see: Punctuation, Quotation Marks. 
 

 
 

R 
 
race, race-related coverage Handle all 
race-related topics with great care. Any 
Strong Towns content that deals with race 
should be reviewed by multiple readers 
before going out to the public. For 
questions about specific terms, refer to the 
AP Stylebook, which contains detailed and 
thorough guidelines on race-related 
coverage. 
 
rent burdened The argument that anyone 
paying more than 30% for housing is “rent-
burdened,” i.e., paying too much for 
housing and straining their household 
budget in an unaffordable manner. The 
figure of 30% has been questioned and 
discounted as fairly arbitrary. However, the 
basic meaning (of an individual being 
financially burdened by housing costs to 
the extent that little money is left for other 
basic needs) is valuable for those working 
on housing issues. Strong Towns also 
advocates for other sorts of budget 
"burdens" to be more clearly considered by 
policy makers and residents—namely, 
household transportation costs. 
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rent control Government regulations that 
mandate specific prices and/or freezes on 
the cost of rent, as well as other 
requirements for how landlords must 
operate. May artificially constrict housing 
markets and prevent more people from 
accessing housing—instead, only offering 
it to those who have been lucky enough to 
secure a rent-controlled unit. Such 
regulations also tend to impact landlords’ 
behavior in a way that further limits 
housing options. Strong Towns is not in 
favor of this sort of artificial market 
constraint. 
 
road A high-speed connection between 
two productive places. 
 
Roman numerals Do not use unless they 
are part of a proper name. 
 

 
 

S 
 
Section 8 See: Housing Choice Vouchers, 
the Housing Choice Voucher program, 
Section 8. 
 
senior See: older adults. 
 
sentence case Use for headlines in press 
releases and for the subject lines of emails. 
See also: title case. 

 
single-family housing (SFH) Any unit 
meant for only one family to reside in, such 
as a standalone house or a townhouse. 
Should be spelled out fully when first 
introduced, and can be abbreviated 
afterward. 
 
small-scale development, incremental 
development Any housing or commercial 
construction or renovation that takes place 
with a small budget, led by a non-
corporate developer. This type of 
development makes small improvements 
like rehabbing the exterior of a neglected 
home, converting a single family home into 
a duplex, or constructing a small mixed-
use downtown building. 
 
The Strong Towns stance is that small-
scale and incremental development is the 
best way to build lasting prosperity in our 
communities and to begin to address the 
housing challenges that so many of our 
towns face.  
 
Smart Growth A term separate from the 
Strong Towns movement. Strong Towns 
principles, advocates, writers, etc. should 
not be referred to as Smart Growth 
principles, advocates, writers, etc. Writers 
should specify what they actually mean by 
“smart growth.” Is it the fact that people 
can walk there? That the design is 
environmentally friendly? That buildings 
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are mixed-use? Suggested substitutes: 
strong towns, traditional development 
pattern. 
 
sprawl Strong Towns is not explicitly anti-
sprawl, and the term in general should be 
avoided in Strong Towns materials. 
Instead, the writer should specify the 
actual problem. Is it that businesses and 
homes are spread too far apart to be 
financially sustainable? Is it that people 
can’t walk where they need to go? 
Suggested substitutes: suburban- style 
development, auto- oriented development. 
 
state names Spell out, do not abbreviate. 
When given in conjunction with a city, put a 
comma before and after the state name, 
unless doing so would create confusion or 
awkward reading. 
 
street A platform for creating wealth. 
 
stroad A street/road hybrid. A stroad 
attempts to provide both high-speed 
travel and wealth creation but fails at both, 
despite the enormous cost. These are not 
only the lowest returning type of 
transportation investment, they are also 
the most dangerous, combining high 
speeds (between 25-50 mph) with 
complexity. 
 
Strong Town, strong town, stronger town 
A reference made to cities or towns that 

are making efforts to become more fiscally 
resilient, in line with the Strong Towns 
approach. Should be in lowercase when 
spoken of generally or comparatively (e.g., 
we are building stronger towns across the 
country, this is how you can identify a 
strong town). Should be capitalized when 
referring to a specific place or when given 
with a possessive pronoun (e.g., here’s 
how you can build your Strong Town, for 
these reasons we are designating 
Milwaukee as a Strong Town).  
 
Strong Towns The organization Strong 
Towns, or its website. Should always be 
capitalized and given in the plural form (for 
acceptable uses of the singular form, see: 
Strong Town, strong town, stronger town). 
Can sometimes be used in a broad sense 
to refer to cities or towns that are making 
efforts to become more fiscally resilient, in 
line with the Strong Towns approach (e.g., 
advocates are helping to build Strong 
Towns across North America). In general, 
though, this should be avoided, as it could 
create confusion between the organization 
Strong Towns and the general term Strong 
Towns. 
 
Strong Towns Podcast A podcast series 
hosted by Charles Marohn. If referred to as 
the Strong Towns Podcast, the word the 
should not be capitalized. 
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Suburban Experiment, suburban 
experiment The approach to growth and 
development that became dominant in 
North America during the 20th century. 
Distinguished from the traditional 
development pattern in two primary ways: 
1) new growth happens at a large scale, 
and 2) construction is done to a finished 
state; there is no further growth 
anticipated after the initial construction. 
 
Should be capitalized when referred to as 
the Suburban Experiment, when used in 
conjunction with a specific place (e.g., 
America’s Suburban Experiment), or when 
used with certain qualifiers, prefixes, or 
suffixes (e.g., a post- Suburban Experiment, 
a massive Suburban Experiment). Should 
be given in lowercase when the full phrase 
is not being used (e.g., cities that tethered 
their future to this experiment are going to 
struggle). 
 

 
 

T 
 
telephone numbers Use numerals and 
hyphens. Do not use parentheses around 
area codes. 
 
that There are no formal rules for when to 
use that as conjunction, but if unsure, 
default to including rather than omitting it. 

 
they, them, their If an individual in a story 
requests that they are referred to (or are 
publicly known) by gender-neutral 
pronouns, or when an individual must 
remain anonymous, use they rather than 
she or he. Also see: gender- neutral 
language. 
 
till Acceptable as a shortened form of until. 
Do not use ‘til. 
 
time, time zones For local events, give the 
local time zone. For international events, 
use Eastern. Unless a website 
automatically formats the time otherwise, 
am and pm should be given in lowercase, 
without periods. Noon or midnight can also 
be used, in lowercase. 
 
Examples: 
The event will be streamed live at noon 
Eastern. 
 
The ceremony was held outside of San 
Francisco's City Hall at 3 pm Pacific.  
 
The presentation will be given via Zoom at 
11:30 am Eastern. 
 
tiny home Cottages typically under 400 
square feet. Although the tiny home 
movement is relatively new, small housing 
options have been available for decades in 
the form of trailers and mobile homes. Like 
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accessory dwelling units, tiny homes are 
illegal in many communities, but a growing 
number of towns are beginning to allow 
them. Tiny homes are often a more 
affordable housing option than typically 
sized residences. 
 
title case Use title case for all headlines 
and subheadings in an article. Also see: 
sentence case. 
 
titles Job titles, academic titles, and formal 
titles should generally be given in the 
lowercase, unless they directly precede the 
individual’s name or are used as a direct 
form of address, in place of the individual’s 
name. 
 
The president is paying a visit to Japan this 
Sunday. 
 
President Biden is paying a visit to Japan 
this Sunday. 
 
Joe Biden, president of the United States, is 
paying a visit to Japan this Sunday.  
 
“Mr. President, can you tell us more about 
your visit with Prime Minister Suga?” 
 
toward, towards Strong Towns follows 
U.S. spelling conventions, so toward should 
be used in all instances. 
 

traditional development pattern The 
approach to growth and development that 
humans used for thousands of years 
across different cultures, continents and 
latitudes. Distinguished from the Suburban 
Experiment in two primary ways: 1) growth 
happens incrementally over time, and 2) all 
neighborhoods are on a continuum of 
improvement. 
 
Should not be capitalized, even when 
referred to as the traditional development 
pattern. 
 
transit-oriented development (TOD) Any 
effort to strategically create dense urban 
living around a transit stop, increasing 
transit ridership. It often appears in the 
form of large, mixed-use apartment 
buildings and condos near rail stations in 
urban areas. Strong Towns prefers to focus 
on development-oriented transit. Should 
be spelled out fully when first introduced, 
and can be abbreviated afterward. 
 

 
 

U 
 
United States, U.S., US, USA When 
abbreviated in headlines, use US. When 
abbreviated in text, use U.S. When 
abbreviated as USA, never use periods. 
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Upzoned A podcast series hosted by Abby 
McKinney, and frequently co-hosted by 
Charles Marohn. Almost always referred to 
as just Upzoned, not the Upzoned podcast. 
 

 
 

V 
 
versus, vs., v. Versus in general speech 
(e.g., it was a classic case of cats versus 
dogs), vs. in short expressions and 
modifiers (e.g., the dogs vs. cats debate), v. 
in court cases. 
 

 
 

Y 
 
years See: dates. 
 
YIMBY Stands for Yes In My BackYard. A 
movement that began with residents in 
expensive American cities who organized 
to advocate for more housing to be built, 
especially by lifting regulations that 
currently hinder residential development. 
Although Strong Towns does not align fully 
with either the NIMBY or YIMBY camp, the 
organization leans more YIMBY. May be 
introduced as an abbreviation in its first 
usage. 
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Punctuation and Other Symbols 
 
For issues not addressed here, refer to The Associated Press Stylebook, 55th Edition and 
Merriam- Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, 11th Edition . 
 

Index: 
Ampersands (&) Exclamation Marks (!) 
Apostrophes (’) Hash Symbols, aka Pound Signs, Hashtags (#) 
Asterisks (*) Hyphens (-) 
At Signs (@) Mathematical Notation (+, −, =, etc.) 
Braces / Brackets / Angle Brackets ({}, [], <>) Parentheses () 
Colons (:) Percent Signs (%) 
Commas (,) Periods (.) 
Currency Symbols ($, €, £, ¥, etc.) Question Marks (?) 
Diacritical Marks (◌́, ◌̀, ◌̃, ◌̈, etc.) Quotation Marks, single and double (‘’, “”) 
Ellipses (…) Semicolons (;) 
Em Dashes (—) Slashes (/) 
En Dashes (–) Tildes (~) 

 

 
 
Ampersands (&) 
 
Only use ampersands when they are a part of an entity’s official name or title. Ampersands 
should never be used to replace the word and. 
 

Apostrophes (’) 
 
There are a number of uses for apostrophes, which are outlined below. For specific examples 
and exceptions to these rules, defer to the AP Stylebook and Merriam- Webster. 
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Apostrophes are used to form contractions. It is acceptable to use contractions (e.g., let’s, 
don’t, couldn’t, it’s, she’s) in articles and content aimed towards establishing a relationship 
with the reader. They should be avoided in highly formal content. 
 
Decades, particularly from the 20th century, may also be contracted with apostrophes. Avoid 
this formulation with the 1910s. 
 

Examples: 
decisions made in the ’50s 
communities in the ’30s 

 
Apostrophes should not be used to form plurals, except when a single letter or certain 
abbreviations are used as nouns. Even in the case of these exceptions, the rule of thumb is 
that the apostrophe should be avoided unless its omission causes confusion. 
 

Example: 
She made all A’s in math class.  

 
The singular possessive is formed by adding an apostrophe followed by an s to the noun, 
regardless of whether or not the noun ends in an s. The plural possessive is formed by adding 
only an apostrophe when the noun ends in s, and s’ or es’ to nouns that do not end in s. 
Proper nouns that are already in possessive form are left as-is.  
 
Avoid awkward possessives when prepositions could be used instead for better clarity and 
readability. If a possessive word ending in an apostrophe is followed by a comma, period, or 
other punctuation, do not separate the apostrophe from the word. 
 

Asterisks (*) 
 
Asterisks should be avoided in press releases and other materials that adhere to AP 
formatting. For articles and other materials, asterisks can be used within a body of text to 
direct the reader to a footnote. Asterisks should be used sparingly in bodies of text, and never 
in headings or in subheadings. 
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At Signs (@) 
 
At signs can be used when giving an email address or social media platform handle. In articles, 
it is preferable to use a hyperlink attached to a name when giving a social media handle.  
 

Preferred:  
Charles Marohn (Twitter) 

Less Acceptable:  
Charles Marohn’s Twitter: @clmarohn 

 
At signs are sometimes also used to indicate that an event is happening at a certain time. In 
general, this formatting should be avoided. 
 

Example: 
The presentation will be on Monday, April 6 @ 10:00 am Eastern. 

 

Braces / Brackets / Angle Brackets ({}, [], <>) 
 

The following sections cover the usages of braces, brackets, and angle brackets. 
 

Braces ({}) 
 
Braces should be avoided unless referring to programming language, mathematical 
expressions, or musical notation. They should never be used in place of brackets or 
parentheses. 
 
  

https://twitter.com/clmarohn
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Brackets ([]) 
 
Brackets are often used within quotes for clarifying purposes. They can be used to replace a 
noun, pronoun, or other term from an original text that becomes unclear when the quote is 
taken out of context. In this instance, the bracketed information should replace the original 
word  
 

Example: 
“She said she didn’t care for oranges.” → “[Tracy] said she didn’t care for 
oranges.” 

 
Brackets can also be used to add clarifying information to a quote. In this case, the bracketed 
information should not replace any words from the original text.  
 

Example: 
“I get emotional whenever I hear ‘Die Moldau.’” → “I get emotional whenever I 
hear [Czech composer Bedřich Smetana’s] ‘Die Moldau.’” 

 
If some part of a quote seems to contain errors (either factual or grammatical), consider either 
omitting it or using a different quote. If a quote containing errors must be used, then try to 
frame it in such a way that it excludes the error. If that is not possible, then a correction may 
be indicated using brackets (with or without the word sic). 
 
Brackets should be used when giving a translation within quoted material. Only translate text 
if it might not be readily understood, otherwise. 
 

Example:  
“My grandmother always says ‘inshallah [if God wills it]’ instead of coming right 
out and saying ‘that’ll never happen.’” 

 
Brackets should also be used to indicate a change in capitalization, if the first letter of a quote 
must be changed from lowercase to uppercase (or vice versa) when incorporated into text.  
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Brackets are also used to indicate a parenthetical within a parenthetical (aka a “double 
enclosure”). In general, double enclosures should be avoided whenever possible; only use 
them if a sentence absolutely cannot be rewritten. 
 
To indicate that emphasis was added to quoted material, use brackets around the phrase 
emphasis added. You may also use a parenthetical outside of the quotation marks.  
 

Examples:  
“She played basketball, not soccer [emphasis added].”  
“She played basketball, not soccer.” (emphasis added)  

 
Lastly, brackets can be used to censor inappropriate language. To do so, replace the offending 
word with [expletive]. 
 
Angle Brackets (<>) 
 
In general, angle brackets should not be used in any content. Do not include angle brackets 
around email or other web addresses. 
 

Colons (:) 
 
Colons can be used to introduce a list, emphasize a word or phrase at the end of a sentence, 
or to connect two related independent clauses. In these instances, only capitalize the first 
word after the colon if it is a proper noun or the start of a complete sentence. 
 
Colons also have other uses, such as when discussing the time of day (e.g., 3:00 pm), citing 
passages from the Bible (e.g., Romans 12:14), quoting dialogue from a trial, and occasionally 
when introducing other types of quoted material (for example, when introducing a block 
quote). 
 

Commas (,) 
 
There are many different uses for the comma, not all of which can be covered exhaustively 
here. The notes and examples below cover general rules. For further guidance, refer to the AP 
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Stylebook. Some specific examples can be found in the A-Z Entries section of this style guide 
(e.g., using commas when giving a date with a year, or when giving a city’s name with the 
state or country it’s located in). 
 
As a general rule of thumb, commas should be used in sentences only when they enhance the 
clarity of the writing. The choice to include or exclude a comma should be based on whether 
or not its presence would cause misreading or confusion.  
 
The comma is used to offset nonessential and introductory clauses and phrases from the rest 
of the sentence. Sometimes this is not necessary if the clause/sentence is very short, and the 
omission of the comma does not lead to confusion. 
 

Examples: 
Introductory clause: When I go to Budapest, I’m going to take so many photos.  
Nonessential clause: When I go to Budapest, where my friend lives, I’m going to 
take so many photos. 
Introductory clause that does not require a comma: When I go to Budapest I’ll 
be very excited.  

 
For the sake of consistency, use the Oxford comma in all listings. 
 

Correct:  
We went to the store and bought celery, carrots, and onions. 

Incorrect:  
We went to the store and bought celery, carrots and onions.  

 
Use a combination of parentheses, numerals or lowercase letters, and commas to create 
numbered lists within sentences. 
 

Example:  
They refused to consider living in any apartments that did not include (a) 
washer and dryer connections, (b) a porch, and (c) a spacious kitchen.  

 
For listings where individual items in the list include commas, use semicolons to avoid 
confusion (see: Semicolons). 
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Use commas to separate a series of adjectives that are not a part of a noun phrase. (If the 
word and can be inserted between the adjectives, then they are not a part of a noun phrase.) 
 

Correct:  
I have a very sweet, polite dog. (“I have a very sweet and polite dog.”) 

Incorrect:  
I have a very sweet Irish wolfhound. (Note how you cannot say, “I have a very 
sweet and Irish wolfhound.” Therefore, Irish wolfhound is a noun phrase.) 

 
Commas should also be used to separate identical words when they are used in succession. 
In general, this formulation should be avoided when possible; try to rework the sentence 
instead. If it cannot be reworked, then use a comma. 
 

Example:  
What it is, is a major success. 

 

Currency Symbols ($, €, £, ¥, etc.) 
 
Always use numerals and the dollar sign ($) when referring to specified amounts of money, 
unless it is equivalent to a single dollar. Do not use the cent symbol (¢) for amounts under one 
dollar; instead, give the number followed by cent. For amounts higher than $1 million, use up 
to two decimal places, with no hyphen. When using the general terms multimillion or 
multibillion, include a hyphen between it and the noun that it modifies (e.g., a multimillion-
dollar investment). 
 
For non-U.S. currencies, convert to USD whenever possible. If the original currency must be 
used, spell out the currency in its first usage (e.g., 30 million yen) and use the currency’s 
abbreviation afterward (e.g., 30 million JPY). Do not use symbols for non-U.S. currencies (i.e. €, 
£, ¥, etc.). 
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Diacritical Marks (◌́, ◌̀, ◌̃, ◌̈, etc.) 
 
Some names and loan words from non-English languages may use diacritical marks. Always 
make an effort to include diacritical marks (especially for personal names), unless they are not 
supported by the font. 
 
Here are some common terms that take diacritical marks: 
 

à la 
café 
cliché 
coup d'état 
déjà vu 
El Niño/La Niña 
façade 
fiancé(e) 
naïve 
piñata 
raison d'être 
vis- à- vis 

 
For other examples, consult Merriam- Webster. 
 

  



  
StrongTowns.org 31 

Ellipses (…) 
 
Ellipses indicate omission. Use the ellipsis symbol (…), not three periods (...). Insert a space on 
both sides of ellipses. An ellipsis is not required for omitted material at the beginning or end of 
a quote, only the middle. 
 

Correct:  
Dostoyevsky said, “And yet how simple it is: in one day, in one hour everything 
could be arranged at once! The chief thing is to love others like yourself, … 
nothing else is wanted — you will find out at once how to arrange it all.” 

 
Incorrect:  

Dostoyevsky said, “… The chief thing is to love others like yourself, that’s the 
chief thing, and that’s everything …” 

 

Em Dashes (—) 
 
The em dash can be used to replace commas, parentheses, or colons, usually in order to 
enhance readability or add emphasis. The em dash should be used sparingly in these 
instances. The em dash should be used without spaces on either side. 
 

Examples: 
When em dashes are used to replace commas—as they are in this example—
it can make a sentence appear more emphatic.  
Em dashes can also be used—or, in some cases, overused—to replace 
parentheses, like in this example. 
The replacement of commas, parentheses, or colons—these are the main uses 
of em dashes. And in this example, the em dash replaces a colon!  
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Multiple em dashes can also be used to replace unknown or intentionally omitted words or 
names. Partially missing words take two em dashes, whereas fully omitted words take three. 
 

Examples: 
The young victim, ——— (name withheld), was discharged from the hospital 
yesterday evening. 
Witnesses report that the mob chanted obscenities at the scene, such, "Go to 
h——," and, "Die, a——!" 

 

En Dashes (–) 
 
The en dash can be used to represent a range of numbers, dates, time, or scores. It should be 
used without spaces on either side, and should never be used to replace hyphens in 
compound terms. 
 

Examples: 
the 1918–1920 Spanish flu pandemic 
books IIV–XI 
they won with a score of 4–2 

 
The en dash should not be used if dates are introduced using words like from  or between.  
 

Correct:  
They lived in Italy from 1991 to 2003. 

Incorrect:  
They lived in Italy from 1991–2003. 

 
The en dash can also be used to indicate conflict, connection, or direction. 
 

Examples: 
the Lincoln–Douglas debates 
the east–west metro line 
the Houston–Chicago flight 
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Exclamation Marks (!) 
 
Exclamation marks should be used very rarely, if ever. If using an exclamation mark in quoted 
material, it should replace the period or comma at the end of the quote. 
 

Examples: 
“Let’s go to Disney World,” he said.  
“Let’s go to Disney World!” He exclaimed. 
He exclaimed, “Let’s go to Disney World!”  

 

Hash Symbols, aka Pound Signs, Hashtags (#) 
 
Do not use the hash symbol as an abbreviation for the word number, unless it is part of an 
official name or title. Hash symbols can be used to reference social media tags. Spaces should 
be omitted between all words contained in the hashtag. 
 

Correct:  
#NoNewRoads 

Incorrect:  
# No New Roads 

 

Hyphens (-) 
 
The main purpose of the hyphen is to form compound terms. Refer to Merriam- Webster if 
unsure whether a compound noun or verb should be open, hyphenated, or closed. If a 
compound adjective appears immediately before the noun it modifies, it must be hyphenated. 
However, if the compound adjective is short and begins with - ly, then the hyphen can be 
omitted. 
 

Examples: 
a strangely useful tool 
a not- so- poorly-made tool 
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Note that if a compound adjective appears in a list, then each item in the list must be 
hyphenated.  
 

Examples: 
both short-  and long- term solutions  
first- , second- , and third- line therapies 

 

Mathematical Notation (+, −, =, etc.) 
 
Mathematical notation should be avoided. When a mathematical equation is being described, 
all words therein should be written out. 
 

Correct:  
As we all know, one plus one equals two. 

Incorrect:  
As we all know, 1 + 1 = 2. 

 

Parentheses () 
 
Parentheses introduce additional information in a text. Parentheses always come in pairs. 
Avoid using double enclosures (see: Brackets). When including information in a parenthetical 
statement, make sure that its absence from the rest of the sentence would not cause 
grammatical problems. 
 

Correct:  
When we (my brother and I) traveled to Japan, we visited Kyoto.  

Incorrect:  
When I (and my brother) were traveling in Japan, we visited Kyoto.  

 
  



  
StrongTowns.org 35 

When a parenthetical statement is given on its own, any punctuation should be placed within 
the parentheses. When a parenthetical statement is given within a larger sentence, closing 
punctuation should go outside of the parentheses. 
 

Correct: 
Chinaware was a popular commodity in the eighteenth century (at least, for 
those who could afford it).  
He and his sister hated being dragged to the hardware store as children. (Of 
course, a quick trip to the ice cream parlour afterward always made up for it.) 

Incorrect:  
Chinaware was a popular commodity in the eighteenth century (at least, for 
those who could afford it.) 
He and his sister hated being dragged to the hardware store as children. (Of 
course, a quick trip to the ice cream parlour afterward always made up for it). 

 

Percent Signs (%) 
 
Use the percent sign when it is coupled with a numeral. In other instances, use the term 
percent (one word). 
 

Examples: 
All items in the sale were marked down by 50%. 
They weren’t sure what percentage of the population was English- speaking. 

 

Periods (.) 
 
Periods are used to end a sentence. Insert only a single space after a period before starting 
the next sentence. Periods are also used to form abbreviations and initials. If a sentence ends 
with an abbreviation, do not insert an extra period. 
 

Correct:  
They decided to take a vacation to the U.S. 

Incorrect:  
They decided to take a vacation to the U.S..  
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Question Marks (?) 
 
Direct questions take a question mark, whereas indirect questions should take a period. Try to 
avoid inserting a direct question into a larger sentence. Instead, try to either rework the 
sentence or set off the question with em dashes. If the sentence cannot be reworked, then do 
not insert a comma after the question mark. 
 

Preferred:  
The question is whether or not the council would make such an irresponsible 
decision. 
The question—Will the council make such an irresponsible decision?—has yet 
to be answered. 

Less ideal: 
The question, Will the council make such an irresponsible decision? has yet to 
be answered. 

Incorrect: 
The question, Will the council make such an irresponsible decision?, has yet to 
be answered. 

 
If the title of a work contains a question mark and is given at the end of a sentence, then omit 
extra punctuation. Otherwise, retain all other punctuation. 
 

Examples:  
Have you read our article “What’s a STROAD and Why Does it Matter?”  
You should read our article “What’s a STROAD and Why Does it Matter?” It’s 
really good. 
The topic is covered in our article “What’s a STROAD and Why Does it Matter?,” 
which was published in 2018. 
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Quotation Marks, single and double (‘’, “”) 
 
Double quotation marks should be used around any material that is being quoted from 
another source. Always provide a link or citation to the source being quoted. For run-in 
quotations, commas and periods should go inside of the quotation marks, and all other 
punctuation should go outside. When introducing a run-in quote, use a comma or colon to 
separate it from the rest of the sentence. If the quote flows directly from the previous text, no 
punctuation is necessary. 
 

Examples:  
“Let others praise ancient times,” Ovid wrote, “I am glad I was born in these.” 
How should we interpret Caesar’s quote that “[m]en willingly believe what they 
wish to be true”? 

 
Quotes longer than three lines require block quotation. The writer may use their own 
discretion in deciding whether or not to use block quotation for a quote shorter than three 
lines. Block quotes should be offset from the rest of the text, using the “quote” option in the 
platform that is being used, whenever possible.  
 
Avoid overuse of lengthy quotes. When considering whether or not to use a long quote, ask: Is 
the full quote absolutely crucial to include? Can parts of the quote be omitted without losing 
the meaning? Would the reader be able to skip over the quote and still understand the 
argument that’s being made? Have you already used other long quotes in the same piece of 
content? If so, consider altering or omitting the quote. 
 
When introducing a quote within a quote, use single quotation marks. This is the only instance 
where single quotation marks should ever be used. In the rare case when there is a quote 
within a quote within a quote, use single, then double quotation marks. 
 

Example:  
He advised that “quotes can be a ‘powerful tool for “providing receipts” in an 
argument,’ but only when used properly.” 

 
  

https://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/1127.Ovid
https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Julius_Caesar
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Double quotation marks can also be used around scare quotes. Never use single quotation 
marks for scare quotes. 
 

Examples: 
 Their attempts at instituting “reform” were laughable.  
 How truly neutral is “fiscal neutrality,” in this case?  

 

Semicolons (;) 
 
Semicolons are used to link two independent clauses in a sentence, particularly when no 
conjunction is provided. There should be a connection between the two clauses, however, the 
first clause should not explain the second. In this instance, a colon should be used. 
 

Examples:  
In this example, a semicolon should be used; it’s the punctuation mark that 
connects independent clauses. 
If the first clause explains the second clause, as in this case, then there is a 
better punctuation mark to use: the colon. 

 
Semicolons can also be used to form lists when the listed items contain commas. 
 

Example:  
She loved three things above all else: running with her dog on brisk mornings; 
making her famous carrot soup with leek, fennel, rosemary, and thyme;  and 
watching campy horror movies. 

 

Slashes (/) 
 
There are a few instances where it is acceptable to use a slash in writing, as outlined below. 
Note that a slash should always be given as a forward slash (/), never a backslash (\). 
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Slashes can be used when giving a run-in quotation from poetry or song lyrics. In these 
instances, a space should be inserted on either side of the slash. 
 

Example:  
Khayyam offered a tender message to the youth of his day when he wrote, 
“You may believe that life is eternal / but that is the point of being young / This 
is the season of wine, roses, and revelry / Be happy for this moment, this 
moment is your life.” 

 
Slashes can sometimes be used as a replacement for the words and, or, or with. (Try to avoid 
using the term and/or, which can be vague or misleading.) In these instances, there should be 
no spaces around the slash. Do not use slashes in place of the word per. 
 

Examples: 
We’ll be holding the party in the office’s kitchen/break room area.  
He’s the chair of the university’s History/Public History program. 

 
Lastly, slashes should not be used to indicate a span of years or a connection between two 
things. In those instances, use an en dash. 
 

Tildes (~) 
 
Do not use a tilde in place of the word approximately. Tildes should also not be used to 
indicate a range of numbers; instead, use an en dash. 
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How-To Guides 
 
The following are basic guides for creating and laying out content in the various platforms 
that Strong Towns uses. 
 

Index: 
Academy Podbean Instructions 
Announcement Posts Tags and Categories on Squarespace 
Framing Membership  
Friday Faves  

 

 
 
Academy 
 
The Strong Towns Academy is an online, professional-level learning platform that hosts 
courses to help prepare citizens and public servants to lead their communities in becoming 
stronger and more resilient. The following are guidelines for formatting content on teach:able, 
the platform we use to host the Strong Towns Academy. 
 
Sales Pages 

• Banners should have 50 pixels of padding on both the top and bottom (can be found in 
the Design section). 

• Heading should be Heading 1, subheading should be Heading 4. 
• Course descriptions (or other headings in the page’s main body of text) should be 

Heading 3, regular font, with a space between it and the next line. 
• The main body of text should be in normal font, left aligned. 

 
Thank You Pages 

• Text should be center aligned. 

https://teachable.com/
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• Heading should be Heading 3, with a space between it and the main body of text. 
There should be no space between the main body of text and the button/bottom of 
the page. 

 
Curriculum Sections, Lessons, and Headings 

• Sections of a course should be titled as “Section [x]: [title],” unless they are an 
introduction or a conclusion. 

• Every lesson in a course should have a number, unless it is an introduction or 
conclusion. Lesson numbers do not restart with each section (i.e. if Section 1 ends with 
lesson 9, then Section 2 starts with Lesson 10). 

• If a course begins with a special introductory message, its heading (e.g. “Welcome to 
Strong Towns 101”) should be Heading 2, bold font. All subsequent headings 
throughout the course should be Heading 3, regular font. 

 
Recommended Links and External Websites 

• If links are provided to other works that we want to encourage the audience to check 
out, the heading should read “Recommended Reading(s),” “Recommended Listening,” 
or “Recommended Video(s).” If there are a mix of articles, podcasts, and/or videos, 
separate them into different sections. 

• Recommended links should be cited as follows, in a bulleted list: 
o Web Page/Online Article: “[Article Title, as a hyperlink],” by [Author Name], 

[Website/Publication] (month & year) 
o Podcast: “[Episode Title, as a hyperlink],” hosted by [Host’s Name], [Podcast 

Title] (month & year) 
o Video: “[Video Title], as a hyperlink,” [Video Creator], [Website in Link] (month & 

year) 
o for additional materials, list under the heading “Additional Links” 
o Note 1: Do not include a comma after the article/podcast/video title if it ends in 

an exclamation point or a question mark. If it ends in a period, delete the period 
and replace it with a comma. 

o Note 2: Hyperlinks should only cover the source title; do not include 
surrounding punctuation (commas, quotation marks) in the hyperlink.  

 
Continuing Education Credits 
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• This section should be offset from the rest of the text by a space (normal-sized font) 
after the preceding section’s last sentence, plus a horizontal line.  

• The heading should read “About Continuing Education Credits,” in Heading 3, bold font. 
• The text in the section should read: 

AICP members can earn 4.25 Certification Maintenance (CM) credits for this 
course. When CM credits are available, they are noted at the end of an activity 
description. More information about AICP’s CM program can be found here. 
AICP members must complete the full course to claim their credit. You can 
claim your credits by visiting your account through the APA website and 
entering through the “CM Log” button. 

 
OR, when giving a direct link to a complete course: 

 
AICP members can earn 9 Certification Maintenance (CM) credits for this 
course. When CM credits are available, they are noted at the end of an activity 
description. More information about AICP’s CM program can be found here. 
AICP members must complete the full course to claim their credit. Find this 
course here [insert link]. 

  

https://www.planning.org/cm/
https://www.planning.org/
https://www.planning.org/cm/
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Announcement Posts 
 
Announcement posts are used to let our audience know that we have an upcoming event, a 
new e-book or toolkit being released, a job we’re hiring for, or other pieces of information. The 
main goals of such a post are to inform readers about the thing being announced, get them to 
click on any included links, and send them off to sign up for it, download it, etc.  
 
Writing Approach 

• Gather the essential information including summary of the thing, date/time, location, 
link for more info or sign-up, logo/cover photo. 

• Come up with a clear title that induces people to click, knowing they’re going to get 
something out of it (e.g., “We Just Released a Free Toolkit About Building Safer 
Streets,” “Sign up Now for an Exclusive Event All about Incremental Development”). 

• Bookend the essential info with a brief intro and conclusion that provide context, 
connect to a current event, etc. 

• Utilize buttons, bolding, bullets, or other organizational tools to make the post easily 
skimmable for the essential info. Again, the goal is to get people the info and get them 
to click on the sign-up or download link. 

• Keep it short. These posts should be 200-400 words maximum. 
 
What to Avoid 

• Being unclear about the invitation/ask/offer. It should be immediately clear to 
anyone reading the title and opening the post what is being offered to them and how 
to access it. 

• Packing in a bunch of other info, reflection, thoughts. Announcement posts should be 
brief and to the point. Feel free to link to other relevant articles or resources at the 
end, but make sure people get to the info and link quickly and easily. 

 
Examples 

• https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2021/3/31/summer-internship-opportunity-
with-strong-towns-and-urban3 

• https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2021/3/25/kick-back-with-strong-towns-
next-week  

https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2021/3/31/summer-internship-opportunity-with-strong-towns-and-urban3
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2021/3/31/summer-internship-opportunity-with-strong-towns-and-urban3
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2021/3/25/kick-back-with-strong-towns-next-week
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2021/3/25/kick-back-with-strong-towns-next-week
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• A little bit longer and more multifaceted example: 
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2021/4/14/confessions-book-announcement   

https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2021/4/14/confessions-book-announcement
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Framing Membership in Articles 
 
What is membership? 
 
We consider anyone a current Strong Towns “member” if they have made a one-time 
donation in the last year (we encourage people to start at $25 per year but someone can 
literally give $1 per year and still be a member). Some members also give on a recurring, 
automatic monthly basis, and those are especially awesome because they tend to stick 
around longer and don’t require us to remind them to renew. 
 
The Importance of Membership and Why People Join 
 
Last year, 2,750 members from all over the world (but predominantly the U.S. and Canada) 
provided over 50% of Strong Towns’ funding. Members are the backbone of the financial 
backbone of this organization. They are also the hands and feet of this movement out in the 
world. When someone becomes a member of Strong Towns, they are making a statement 
that they care about our mission and want to see it succeed. 
 
Here’s what we say on the membership page on our website: 
 

When you become a member of Strong Towns, your financial support puts tools and 
resources into the hands of Strong Citizens in your community and in cities across 
North America. You demonstrate to the world that you believe in the Strong Towns 
message and want others to follow your lead.  

 
In a survey we conducted last year with our audience, we asked whether people had taken 
any actions in their community inspired by Strong Towns, including volunteering, considering 
running for office, meeting with an elected official, working with others to improve their 
community, and discussing something they learned from Strong Towns with a neighbor.  For 
every single item on that list, a higher percentage of members than non-members reported 
taking that action (e.g., 48% of members said Strong Towns inspired them to meet with an 
elected official while only 27% of non-members reported taking this action). In other words, 
there is a strong correlation between membership with Strong Towns and putting this 
mission into practice. 
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The Challenge 
 
All of the above is the good news. The bad news is that we have struggled to grow our 
membership at the speed at which we desire to. Four years ago, we had about 1,500 
members. Today, we have yet to double that number. 
 
That’s likely due to a combination of many factors, but some of the clearest factors include: 1) 
lack of awareness that membership exists, and 2) lack of incentive to join as a member (i.e., 
What do I get if I become a member?). 
 
Here’s what we tell people on about membership page about what they get with their 
membership: 

• Opportunities to virtually meet with Strong Towns members and staff to guide the 
future of the organization 

• Insider access and alerts 
• Sneak peaks of specialty content 
• Members- only access to some web broadcasts 
• Discounts on the Strong Towns Academy 
• Recognition of your support 

 
During past member drives, we’ve also offered temporary incentives like free t-shirts, copies 
of new books and things like that (with mixed results). At the end of the day, while we’ve 
debated things like paywalls on our content or members-only Facebook groups or free swag, 
we’ve ultimately decided that a) we don’t want to limit access to any of the 
content/resources/etc. that we create, and b) we don’t want people to be joining because 
they get a free tote bag, but rather, because they believe in the mission. We do see 
membership as an indicator that our movement is succeeding and making an impact and, of 
course, we need membership support to survive as an organization. But membership is not 
our end goal; people taking action based on the Strong Towns message is. That’s why we 
don’t choose to limit who can access our stuff, why we make our articles Creative Commons, 
etc. 
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We’ve debated a lot of this stuff extensively and it will always be an ongoing conversation. 
We’re also going to be exploring these challenges of growing membership a lot more deeply 
with our newly formed Advisory Board this year.  
 
Folding membership into Content 
 
The content team can help a ton with letting people know membership exists and 
communicating why people should choose to join as members.  
 
We need to be mentioning membership in our content several times a week. Here are some 
ways you can do that: 

1. Always highlighting when a guest writer, podcast guest, or other featured person is 
a Strong Towns member. At a minimum, that means writing something like “Jane 
Smith, a Strong Towns member, is our guest on this week’s episode.” It could also 
include mentioning why that person is a member, how long they have been a member, 
etc. 

2. Building a membership mention/invitation into an article when relevant. This can 
happen within the body of an article, in a sentence or two, or it can happen as a 
graphic/call-out/box/button or something else that stands out more. Here are some 
different framings for this sort of ask, which typically fits well in an article by a Strong 
Towns staff member, or by/featuring a member (note that the sentences in 
quotations are the general message, but you can modify and rewrite as you wish): 
 
a. “If you think this message is important and want to see it reach more people, 

support the movement. Become a member of Strong Towns.” This angle works 
on a piece with a compelling, mission-focused, potentially action-oriented 
message. E.g., this essay about how local leaders can respond to the American 
Jobs Plan. 

b. “Things are tough, but you’re not alone. Join a community of fellow advocates. 
Become a member of Strong Towns today.” This angle would fit well on a piece 
with a more serious tone, potentially about something that cities need to change 
or improve in. This language comes from Storybrand. E.g., perhaps this essay about 
dangerous roads and traffic fatalities (we do want to be careful about not looking 
as though we’re trying to capitalize on a tragedy, but use your judgement on that 
and ask a colleague for a second set of eyes on it). 

https://www.strongtowns.org/membership
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2021/4/15/how-local-leaders-should-adapt-to-the-american-jobs-plan
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2021/4/15/how-local-leaders-should-adapt-to-the-american-jobs-plan
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2021/2/9/this-will-change-how-you-hear-traffic-reports
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2021/2/9/this-will-change-how-you-hear-traffic-reports
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c. “Join advocates like ____ who are stepping up to make their communities 
stronger. Become a member of Strong Towns today.” This angle works for a 
success story profile or podcast interview featuring someone doing good work in 
their community. E.g., this podcast interview with Alex Alsup. 

d. “Strong Towns is changing the conversation about growth and development 
across America. Join the movement. Become a member today.” This angle fits for 
a hard-hitting, provocative piece. E.g., this essay about how to ask the right 
questions on infrastructure funding. 

e. “If you appreciate this valuable content/resources, help support the movement 
by becoming a member of Strong Towns today.” This is leaning more into the 
realm of a lot of online publications that basically pitch, “you’re reading this for 
free, but it costs money to make, so give us money.” That’s not an angle we want 
to hit all the time, but occasionally it makes sense. For example, sharing a tool like 
this food system action guide or after publishing a popular multi-part series that 
took a lot of work to create. If you use this ask on a tool like a PDF, you do want to 
make sure you’re not asking too much of people in one article. We want people to 
click on the PDF, not get sidetracked with the membership ask and fail to even 
open the PDF. So, make sure one invitation (opening the PDF) is the primary item 
and the other (becoming a member) is secondary.   

f. “Become a member of Strong Towns and you’ll get…” Occasionally we will offer a 
special item to encourage membership, like access to an event or discounts on 
Academy subscriptions. 

  

https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2021/4/26/alex-alsup-keeping-people-in-their-homes
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2021/1/22/asset-recycling
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2021/1/22/asset-recycling
https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2021/4/20/how-to-build-a-more-resilient-local-food-system
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Friday Faves 
 
We publish the Friday Faves each Friday. The Friday Faves are a collection of stories from 
around the web that Strong Towns staffers read and talk about each week; i.e., a fun, casual 
way of sharing some of the personalities of the staff members and the topics they're 
interested in (not all of which have to be Strong Towns-related).  
 
Friday Faves are collected every week in a google doc, and the person in charge of it should, 
each week, delete the old Faves and share the cleared doc with the team in the #staff-only 
channel on Slack. Reminders for the Friday Faves should go up every Tuesday, Wednesday, 
and Thursday.  
 
Here are the instructions for laying out the Friday Faves in Squarespace: 
 

1. Start by duplicating last week's post, because it's an easy way to remember the 
structure. To do that click "Edit" on last week’s post, and then, at the bottom, 
"Duplicate." 

2. Then delete the following: 
a. The old intro paragraph 
b. The previous week’s commentaries from staff 
c. Remove image at the top right 
d. Delete names of new members (but keep the intro that begins “Finally, from all 

of us…”) 
e. Delete cover image info at the bottom of the post 
f. Under "Options," delete the image 
g. Also under "Options," delete the excerpt 

3. Change the post date in the URL to reflect the new publish date. 
a. You’ll notice a weird string of letters at the end of the URL. You can delete 

those. Squarespace generates those automatically when you duplicate a post.  
4. Change the Category from Top Story to Top Story 2 
5. Add the new intro paragraph from the Friday Faves google doc. 
6. Add the new commentaries from the Friday Faves google doc. Feel free to move the 

order around for a flow that feels best to you. 
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7. Insert any images. Try to find ones relevant to the staff commentaries, but be wary of 
using images from the links they provide (as not all of the sites have their content 
under a Creative Commons license). 

8. Add new members from Bloomerang. 
9. Make a new cover image, using the Friday Faves template. 
10. Write a new excerpt, using this format (replace the first sentence with items from the 

week's staff commentaries): 
e.g., Minnesota’s troubled Northstar train, a surprising fact about where 
crashes happen in D.C., and an impressive avian comeback story. These are just 
some of the stories from around the web that Strong Towns staffers were 
reading and talking about this week. 

11. Proofread. 
12. Schedule.   
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Podbean Instructions 
 
Podbean is the website that we use to host our podcast episodes on. Podcast files must be 
uploaded to Podbean before we can share them on the Strong Towns website. (Note: It's 
recommended to complete the podcast write-up before uploading the audio file to Podbean.) 
 

1. Download the edited file from the Strong Towns > Strong Towns Audio folder. 
2. Log in to Podbean. We have three accounts, one each for our three podcast streams: 

a. Strong Towns Podcast 
b. The Bottom- Up Revolution 
c. Upzoned 

3. Click on the “New episode” button in the top right-hand corner. 
4. Click “Choose file to upload” and select the podcast file from your computer. 

a. You’ll probably get an alert about how Podbean is going to automatically 
change the file name. This is unimportant. Click “OK” and move on. 

5. As the file begins to upload, insert the title and paste the text of your podcast write-
up. 

6. When the file is uploaded and you’re confident with your post, click the arrow next to 
“Publish Now” to find the “Schedule Episode” option. (Unless, of course, you’re actually 
going to Publish Now rather than wait.) 

7. Change the calendar to the day/time you want the podcast to go live. Click "OK." Here 
is our typical podcast publishing schedule: 

a. Strong Towns Podcast: 5:00 a.m. on Mondays 
b. Upzoned Podcast: 5:00 a.m. on  Wednesdays 
c. Bottom-Up Revolution Podcast: 5:00 a.m. on Thursdays 

8. Click “Schedule Episode.” 
9. This will bring you to a list of published and future podcast episodes. To get the embed 

code and format the podcast player, hover your cursor next to the title of the new 
episode and click “Share & Embed.” 

10. We prefer to keep our podcast players looking uniform. Choose the following style 
options if they’re not automatically chosen: 

a. Player color: Dark Grey (second from the right). 
b. Button color: Black. 
c. Font: Verdana. 
d. Everything else should be set fine. 

https://www.podbean.com/
https://www.podbean.com/
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e. Note that there are two style options, we do everything under "Classic" (not 
"Stylish"). 

11. Copy the widget code. 
12. Go back to your blog post draft in Squarespace. Add a code content block. It looks like 

this: </> 
13. Paste the widget code from Podbean. 
14. Click "Apply." 
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Tags and Categories on Squarespace 
 
Featured Article and Top Story 2 
 
The article at the top left of the Strong Towns website is the Featured Story. The articles 
listed at the top right are tagged as "Top Story 2." (See screenshot below.) Upon publication, 
an article should only be designated as one or the other: Featured Story or Top Story 2. 
Otherwise they will appear twice on the articles page. 
 
Not every brand-new article is a Featured Story. In fact, most aren’t.  

• Regular Features: Chuck’s Monday post and Daniel’s Wednesday post are Featured 
Stories.  

• Occasional Features: There’s usually one more post in a week that will be designated 
as a Feature. Features are chosen based on a combination of one or more factors:  

o It hits our core message 
o It's substantial in its content 
o It establishes our thought leadership 
o It is a piece we’re especially proud of 
o It’s a piece from a well-known or well-respected contributor 

(Note: Airtable has a place in each article’s record indicating whether an article is a Feature or 
“Jab, Jab, Jab.” The jabs typically start in Top Story 2 when they are first published.) 
 
To designate a story as a Feature in Squarespace, go to the "Edit Post" box of the article. (This 
is the box that has the following tabs running across the top: Content, Options, SEO, Social, 
Share, Location.) Under the "Options" tab, you’ll see a "Featured Post" button at the bottom 
(below the Excerpt). Click this button. 
 
To designate a story as Top Story 2, go to the "Content" tab of the "Edit Post" box. You’ll see 
the "Tags" and "Categories" at the bottom. Add the "Top Story 2" category to the article. 
 
Top Story 
 
Our Squarespace template is such that we have to tell an article exactly how we want it to 
move across our Articles page. Every article starts out as Featured or Top Story 2, with rare 
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exceptions (like when we publish eight articles simultaneously for the Strongest Town 
contest.) 
 
If an article has been a Featured Story but it has been “bumped” out of the top-left section of 
our Articles page because we just published a new Featured piece, you have to decide where 
that old article should reappear: in the Top Story 2 section at right, or in the Top Story section 
below. The same can be said for an article that got bumped out of Top Story 2: you have to 
tell it to go down below in Top Story. 
 
To change the designation of an article form Featured or Top Story 2 to Top Story, change the 
category from "Top Story 2" to "Top Story." 
 

 
 
Tags and Categories 
 
Every article gets Tags and Categories. The place to add these is in the "Edit Post" box, at the 
bottom of the "Content" tab. 



  
StrongTowns.org 55 

 
Tags 

• Add the Tags that seem most relevant. The way to find a Tag is to start typing in a key 
part of the word or phrase. For example, typing “Increment” brings up the following 
options: 

o incremental growth 
o incremental development 
o Incrementalism 
o Incremental Development Alliance 
o next increment 

• At the bottom of most articles, we include a Summary-Carousel of related articles that 
draws from Tags. We label this You May Also Like. For example, in the article "What 
Are Your ‘Three Wishes’ for Your City,” the Summary-Carousel draws from the tag 
filter “upzoning.” Here is what you have to keep in mind when tagging and article and 
then creating this "You May Also Like" section: 

o The Summary-Carousel draws from the most recent articles for that tag...even 
the article right above it. In other words, if the “Three Wishes” article was 
tagged with “upzoning,” the Three Wishes would appear in the "You May Also 
Like" carousel. 

o To get around this, when choosing a Tag Filter for the Summary-Carousel, 
don’t use a tag from the article you’re laying out. Choose a related one. In some 
popular cases, we have created tags that are available in both uppercase and 
lowercase. You can tag the article in the uppercase version and use the 
lowercase version in the Summary-Carousel. Or vice versa. Just keep in mind 
that there has to be at least three articles with that tag in order to “fill up” the 
Summary-Carousel. 

Categories 
• Categories aren’t searchable. I just scroll through and find the ones that look best. 
• With certain authors—staff, longtime contributors, special friends like Quint Studer—I 

make sure to include their last names if a Category for them exists. 
 


