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Claire Byers 

Executive Summary 

The purpose of this Capstone project is to develop a toolkit document that can be used internally by 
the client, Jefferson County Planning and Zoning staff, to ensure that Area Plan updates do not contain 
bias or inequitable outcomes. This Capstone project will employ the toolkit to analyze the Jefferson 
County South Plains Area Plan for possible bias and inequitable outcomes. Achieving a better 
understanding of implicit and explicit bias using the toolkit for the South Plains Area Plan update will 
result in tangible changes to planning policy within Jefferson County. While this is just a first step, the 
toolkit will create a foundation to address bias and inequity in all future regulations, plans, and 
procedures.  

Bias can be thought of as explicit or implicit. While bias may be inherently unconscious, explicit 
bias is a conscious preference or attitude towards a particular group. Vocal and behavioral explicit bias 
has been greatly reduced through legal policy and is viewed as unacceptable in normal social behavior. In 
contrast, implicit bias is the subconscious and automatic perception, preference or attitude towards a 
group of people because of previous experiences. An individual may not be aware that they hold an 
implicit bias and act on it unintentionally. Both types of bias are harmful as they can lead to 
discrimination and other negative behavior towards others when they affect our actions and decisions. 

To better understand how bias may affect planning and zoning documents, the history of bias 
within land use planning must be understood. Racial segregation within land use planning was not a 
byproduct of other decisions; rather, it was the intention. Policy prevented groups of people from owning 
or buying property based on race. This created major segregation within an area, pushing minorities into 
small, specific neighborhoods where they were allowed to live. Primarily white neighborhoods were 
given access to the best public resources, such as parks, schools, transportation, employment, and health 
care because of increased funding and priority land use. This has created a legacy of continued residential 
racial and economic segregation and a lack of access today based on historic neighborhood locations.  

While explicitly biased and racialized zoning was made illegal in 1917, exclusionary zoning and 
policy still exist, perpetuating residential racial and economic segregation. Urban planners need to 
continue to acknowledge the history of discrimination within the field and create inclusive and actively 
anti-racist urban spaces by removing biased housing and land use policies. Even if the policies that 
historically created the exclusion no longer exist, the systemic racism these policies reinforced remain and 
the outcomes are still with us. 

This toolkit draws from research into other jurisdictions’ efforts to address bias and inequities in 
planning documents and engagement processes, including Portland, Minneapolis, and Seattle. 

This project addresses two major forms of bias: word choice (how it is being said) and content 
(what the area plan is saying). 

The first manifestation of bias examined here, biased language, can occur in any document but 
can be fixed with careful word choice and vocabulary to ensure a neutral point of view. Changing 
language to be more inclusive and people-first helps establish credibility and prevents offending others 
based on gender, age, race, ethnicity, ability, sexual orientation, etc. Implicit bias in word choice is linked 
to subjectivity, sentiment, and stance. For example, verbs like ‘say’ and ‘state’ are considered neutral, 
while ‘claim’ and ‘point out’ cast doubt on the certainty of a phrase. Active verbs suggest responsibility to 
take action, but when they are not defined or given context, can become open to interpretation and thus 
implicit bias. For example, when a document uses the word “encourage,” does it mean that the City will 
provide incentives, flexibility, a density bonus, expedited review, an award, or something else?  

This toolkit proposes the following steps to screen for bias in word choice. Words or phrases 
flagged as potentially biased are not necessarily biased in every case and require careful consideration of 
the surrounding context and audience. 
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The steps were applied to the South Plains Area Plan, with example results below. The 
comprehensive screening can be found in the full report. 
 
 

Sample of Potentially Biased 
Words Number of Occurrences 

Adequate 3 times 

Appropriate 19 times 

Character 16 times 

Compatible 19 times 

Consider 28 times 

Encourage 8 times 

Suitable 3 times 
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The second presentation of bias examined in this project, biases within policy content, can be 
hard to identify at face value and can require an evaluation of the outcomes they produce to understand 
how they are connected. For the sake of brevity, Jefferson County has removed any goals or policies in 
County Area Plans that duplicate information from the Comprehensive Master Plan (CMP), with the 
intention that Area Plans only contain what is specific to the subject area. Area Plans should support the 
goals of the CMP and take precedence over the CMP. There are potential biases related to the removal or 
absence of policies in Area Plans as they are not explicitly supported. The public audience should be able 
to read an Area Plan without needing to cross reference the CMP, especially on issues of equity. In order 
to have impactful outcomes, implementing equitable strategies cannot be done in isolation and instead 
must be woven throughout all documents. On topics that are likely to have equity implications, such as 
affordable housing, Area Plans should have strong language to support the overall goals of the CMP and 
currently, that language is absent in some cases. The stronger and more defined a policy is, the more 
likely it is to actually occur. This toolkit proposes the following steps to screen for biases in policy 
content. 
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The steps were applied to the South Plains Area Plan, with example results below. The 
comprehensive screening can be found in the full report. 

 

 

While bias can be present within word choice and policy content, it can also occur before the 
document has even been drafted. Biased decision-making is often caused by biased data generated by the 
community engagement process. A comprehensive plan or area plan should reflect the needs and wants of 
the community, but if there are barriers to accessing engagement opportunities, the “community” 
responses may be limited, and biased towards the people able to attend and the input they provide. This in 
turn may result in policies being implicitly biased against the residents who were unable to participate. 
The South Plains Area Plan has also been screened for biases in the community engagement process 
based on case study research. Recommendations are included in the full report. 

Overcoming a history of biased barriers to participation and inclusion in policy takes recognition 
and acceptance that this can implicitly persist today in our decisions and actions. Implementing equitable 
strategies cannot be done in isolation and instead must be woven throughout all documents and processes 
within a department. Interactive and ongoing staff training can allow participants to better understand 
their own implicit biases and how to overcome them both professionally and personally. Another 
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opportunity is to stop the cycle of making implicitly biased decisions by questioning the processes and 
being more thoughtful about what is being said and why.  

This toolkit was applied to the South Plains Area Plan as an example of conducting an analysis 
for possible bias in word choice, policy content, and the community engagement process. This can be 
used internally by Jefferson County staff to ensure that future Area Plan updates do not contain biases or 
inequities and will lead to tangible change in local planning policy. After analyzing best practices, the 
Identifying Opportunities to Advance Equity and Reduce Bias Worksheet was created to be used in 
partnership with the toolkit. The worksheet is intended to be used either before or in the early stages of 
the drafting and decision-making process to make sure unbiased and equitable outcomes are achieved. It 
is best completed by a group to ensure a range of perspectives.  

 


