
The speaker reflects on the frequent use of the term "balance" by planners and political leaders
when discussing decision-making processes. They note that this language often obscures the
complexity and messiness of how decisions are made. After retiring, the speaker revisited their
extensive interview notes to analyze how the concept of balance was articulated by various
stakeholders in planning, conducting a discourse analysis on the use of the term across 231
interviews from multiple research projects.

The findings reveal that while not all interviewees used the term “balance,” it was particularly
common among planners. The speaker identified several categories of balance mentioned:
conceptual (balancing community interests), physical (balancing elements like density and land use),
procedural (different priorities in planning), economic (costs versus amenities), and
sociodemographic (diverse community needs). Planners most frequently used “balance”
conceptually, whereas developers often used it as a verb, indicating agency.

The analysis also highlighted that the term "balance" can serve strategic functions in justifying
decisions, often portraying them as objective or fair, despite underlying agendas influenced by
market interests. The speaker notes that this rhetoric can diminish the validity of concerns raised by
community members during public meetings, emphasizing the challenges in understanding and
communicating decision-making processes in urban planning. Ultimately, the research illustrates
how abstract concepts like balance and public interest are employed in planning discussions,
revealing a disconnect between formal reasoning and actual stakeholder experiences in decision-
making.
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