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What We Mean When We Say…
by Ric Stephens and Marvin Roos, AICP

‘When I use a word,’ Humpty
Dumpty said, in a rather scornful
tone, ‘it means just what I choose
it to mean, neither more nor 
less.’ ‘The question is,’ said Alice,
‘whether you can make words mean so
many different things.’ ‘The question is,
said Humpty Dumpty, ‘which is to be
master – that’s all.’ – from Alice in Won-
derland

It is called a public hearing (referred
to by one mayor as “A dialogue of the
deaf”), but do we really hear what people
are saying? Do applicants
and the public, in turn,
really hear what we are
saying? 

Active listening is not a
natural behavior. We con-
stantly project ahead in
conversations to prepare
our decisions and respons-
es. When we focus on
what applicants, staff, and
the public are saying, we
can better understand the
meaning behind their
words. Simultaneously,
better communication will
occur if we can also more
accurately say what we mean.

Former Palm Springs, California,
Planning Director Marvin Roos has been
collecting public hearing “misspeaks” for
several decades, including during Sonny
Bono’s tenure as mayor. The working title
of the collection is “They Have an Unlist-
ed Number in the Phone Book” (a fairly 
typical type of misspeak). It includes
such gems as Bono’s: “You have the horse
before the cart,”“The Belardo Road Bridge
was designed by the insultant,” “I’m
hearing a head shake,” and “You’ll have
people sunning themselves in the shade.”
These characteristically are unintended
malapropisms that are often unheard,
and usually interpreted correctly.

Another kind of misspeak, if you will,
is the willful obfuscation designed to get
us off the “hot seat” and allow us to make
a clean get-away before anyone notices.
A second collection titled “What it
Means When They Say” developed by
Roos is a glossary of terms developed
originally to educate (in a humorous
way) a city council on the foibles of the
design review process. The outcome 
was hoped to show how communication
about subjective matters is difficult 
at best. 

ness of project/development/design
review, when we listen carefully, are we
saying something that is truly communi-
cating or are we trying to defer the hard
words to some other time, some other
place, or some other voice? We all need
to understand not only our own commu-
nication, but also that which is directed
toward us. Identify and then challenge
“weasel words” and phrases when the
result will be to obfuscate, rather than
illuminate.

In the context of a hearing, you might
hear “Do you wish to have
an opposing concur-
rence?” and understand
what the speaker meant
without even taking note
of the misspeak. At the
same time, we sometimes
say things with an under-
lying meaning that may
not always be “heard.” 

Planning Commission-
ers must be both active lis-
teners and clear speakers.
To be effective, our com-
munication must be on
point and to the point. ◆
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What we say

“Have you
considered…?”

“It’s…too…”

“More eucalyptus,
please.”

“Would you like a
continuance?”

“Does anyone
want to make a
motion?”

What we mean

This certainly doesn’t work.

I don’t think I could 
ever like it.

If we can’t change it, can we
hide it? More parsley around
the roast pig!

You are on a collision course
with a ‘denial’ recommendation.
Do you want to crash and burn
now or next meeting?

I do not want to deal with this,
do you?

What they hear

Sure we considered it but
why change at this late date?

Maybe we overdid 
the gargoyles.

A few more plants and we’re
out of here? You bet!

Just a little more discussion
and we’re approved!

They are speechless. 
We’re approved!

There is another, more important les-
son to be learned: it’s easy as an individ-
ual to say when a project is well
designed, but often very difficult to com-
municate why a solution doesn’t make 
the grade (let alone how to specifically
change it). Add a committee, a commis-
sion, a board or council, or any group,
and the chances of succinct communica-
tion often seem to diminish inversely to
the number of minds. The collective
opinion is often analogous to the exam-
ple of five blind people each holding on
to a different part of an elephant and try-
ing to describe with certainty what the
others must be also feeling.

What does it all mean? In the busi-

Editor’s Note: In response to a “challenge” we post-
ed on our web site, we’re posting the three submis-
sions we received for other “What we say / What
we mean / What they hear” dialogues. Go to:
<www.plannersweb.com> and look for the post
“Say, mean, hear.”




