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Introduction 
 
This style guide is a reference for how Strong Towns articles should be written. It covers 
guidelines for submitting articles to the Strong Towns content team, the voice and tone of 
Strong Towns content, and the terms we use and how we use them. 
 
This is a modified version of the full Strong Towns Style Guide. Many specific issues 
concerning mechanics, stylistic choices, et cetera, are not covered here, as we generally do 
not ask our guest writers to do minute copy editing of their submissions. (That is handled 
instead by the Strong Towns Copy Editor.)  
 
Nevertheless, if a guest writer wishes to refer to the full version of the Strong Towns Style 
Guide, they can download a copy of it here.  

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53dd6676e4b0fedfbc26ea91/t/615228a4ea643d4be271bef8/1632774309679/Strong+Towns+Style+Guide+-+First+Ed.pdf
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Submission Guidelines 
 
Strong Towns accepts both original articles and articles that are already published on other 
websites (note that in the latter case, it is the author's responsibility to secure permission for 
reprinting from the original publication). When submitting an article to Strong Towns, please 
provide either a link to the article if it is published online, OR a copy of the article in a 
Google Doc file (with editing enabled for anyone with a link) or a Microsoft Word file 
(.docx/.doc). Articles submitted in any other file format (.pdf, .pages, etc.) will not be accepted. 
 
Articles can be submitted to the Strong Towns Content Manager, John Pattison, at 
john@strongtowns.org. 
 
Strong Towns has a small staff, but we are dedicated to carefully reviewing each submission 
we receive. For questions regarding the status of a submission, please contact us no less than 
four weeks after submitting an article.  
Note that while we appreciate all submissions, Strong Towns will not accept any guest 
articles that are not consistent with our voice and tone (see the following section of this style 
guide). Any guest article may be rejected at the discretion of the Strong Towns content team. 
 
Once an article is submitted to Strong Towns and accepted, edits may be made to the article 
at the discretion of the Strong Towns Copy Editor and Content Manager. In some cases, a 
guest writer may be asked to coordinate with the Strong Towns content team if significant 
editing beyond mechanics and word choice is necessary. 
 
Please note that Strong Towns articles are published under a Creative Commons Attribution-
ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License. Therefore, any content published on the Strong Towns 
website may be freely copied and redistributed by others for any purpose, even commercially.  

https://support.google.com/docs/thread/11414824/how-do-i-make-a-doc-editable?hl=en
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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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. 
 
  



  
StrongTowns.org 6 

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. 
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A–Z Entries 
 
For items not addressed here, refer to the full version of the Strong Towns Style Guide, 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 
G Entries S Entries 
H Entries T Entries 
I 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. 
 
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.  
 
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. 
 

 
 

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. 
 

 
 

C 
 
chaotic but smart Projects and initiatives 
that start outside of traditional 
governmental systems and involve little 
risk of public funds, yet have the potential 
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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 
 
density Should be avoided as a metric. 
Strong Towns focuses instead on 
insolvency as a problem, and productive 
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. 
 
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. 
 

 
 

E 
 
elderly See: older adults. 
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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. 
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 
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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 
 
illusion of wealth The short-term 
"success" that a local government 
experiences during the first life cycle of the 
Growth Ponzi Scheme. 
 
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 
Infrastructure Cult, the word the should 
not be capitalized. 
 

 
 

L 
 
life cycle The period of time between when 
a piece of infrastructure is built and when it 
needs reconstruction or replacement. 
 
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. 
 

 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Low-Income_Housing_Tax_Credit
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M 
 
market-rate housing Housing that is 
available on the private market, not 
subsidized or limited to any specific income 
level. 
 
mechanisms of growth Financially 
unsustainable mechanisms that have 
fueled the current growth pattern within 
our towns and neighborhoods. 
Descriptions of each of the mechanisms 
can be found here. 
 
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). 
 
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 
 
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. 
 

 
 

O 
 
older adults Preferred over senior or 
elderly. Do not refer to a group or groups of 
older adults as the elderly. 

https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2009/11/11/mechanisms-of-growth.html
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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 
 
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 
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 
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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. 
 
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. 
 

 
 

S 
 
Section 8 See: Housing Choice Vouchers, 
the Housing Choice Voucher program, 
Section 8. 
 
senior See: older adults. 
 
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 
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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 
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. 
 
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. 
 
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). 
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T 
 
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 
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. 
 
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. 
 

 
 

Y 
 
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. 

 
 


