
Use Plain English and Drop the Shoptalk 

When we reach out to residents, we want to be sure that they understand what in the world we are saying. “If you are wondering if a particular word or 
phrase is problematic, put it to the ‘grandmother test.’ If you can imagine your grandmother using the language in conversation, then it's English. If not, 
it's probably shop talk that you will want to swap out.” (Water Words that Work) 

Here’s a list of some commonly used terms that can confuse and frustrate your audience, along with some suggested replacements… 

“Shoptalk”… What’s wrong with this term? Try this instead… 
Watershed Even highly educated people define this incorrectly over 25% of 

the time 
Upstream, downstream, area, land, etc 

Water quality People often misunderstand this vague term Clean water 
 

Stormwater People aren’t sure what this means and assume rainwater is 
clean 

Polluted stormwater runoff or polluted runoff 

Surface water 
 

Frequently misunderstood, often thought of as standing water Name a specific, local body of water 

Non-point source pollution Term is confusing and means nothing to most people Polluted stormwater runoff, name specific 
pollution sources 

Bioretention People have no idea what you mean by this Name and describe the specific practice (e.g. rain 
garden) 

GSI, Green infrastructure Ditto Clean water investments, pollution control 
investments, etc. 

LID, Low impact development Ditto ditto Clean water investments, pollution control 
investments, etc. 

Storm sewers Using the word “sewer” implies water is treated Storm drains 
NPDES permit Meaningless acronym Stormwater permit 
Landscape Evokes images of pretty, unnatural landscaping Natural areas 

 
Stream health assessment Eyes glaze over when you use this Stream test or check-up 

 
Sprawl Means different things to different people Overdevelopment, runaway development, etc. 
Biodegradable 
 

This term is easily misunderstood without a rather lengthy 
explanation 

 

Borrowed heavily from Water Words That Work, http://www.waterwordsthatwork.com/our-methods/message-method/words-that-dont 


