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1 Introduction 
Transportation policies are shaped by language, meaning, and power, extending beyond 
technical prescriptions. The way mobility is discussed in policy-making, media, and public 
debate significantly influences its governance, experience, and contestation. Language 
choices, narratives, and amplified voices shape both policy outcomes and public 
interpretation. Despite this, transport research often overlooks this crucial linguistic dimension. 
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is a methodology focused on the relationship between 
discourse, power, and social inequality, examining how language reproduces or challenges 
dominant social structures. This paper provides a guide for applying CDA within transportation 
research, addressing the overlooked relationship between language, power, and policy 
formation. We use Fairclough’s (1992, 2013) three-dimensional framework, which analyses 
discourse at the textual (language choices), discursive practice (production and consumption), 
and social practice (socio-political context and ideologies) levels. To illustrate this 
methodology, we apply it to the case of the 20 mph (32 km/h) speed limit reduction policy 
recently implemented in Wales. 

2 Methodology 
Our methodology adopts Fairclough’s three-dimensional model as the core analytical 
framework, allowing a systematic connection between specific linguistic features and the 
broader socio-political contexts of transport policy. 
 

• Data sources: CDA in transport can draw on diverse sources, including policy 
documents, media coverage, public discourse, and stakeholder communications 
(e.g., government reports, news articles, consultation submissions). For the Wales 
case study, approximately 40 texts were purposively selected from government 
websites, parliamentary archives, major media, and social media, representing 
supportive and oppositional perspectives. 
 

• Analytical procedure: The analysis proceeds iteratively across the three dimensions: 
 

 Textual analysis (micro-level): Focuses on specific linguistic features such as 
vocabulary (e.g., 'safety' vs. 'convenience'), grammar (e.g., active vs. passive 
voice), and framing (e.g., metaphors like 'war on cars'). 

 Discursive practice analysis (meso-level): Examines text production (who 
produced it, genre), distribution (channels), consumption (audience interpretation, 
intertextuality), and power relations (whose voices are included or excluded). 

 Social practice analysis (macro-level): Connects the discourse to broader societal 
structures, focusing on context (historical, political), ideologies (e.g., automobility, 
social justice), power dynamics, and hegemony (dominant ways of thinking). 
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3 Main findings 
The CDA of the Wales 20 mph speed limit policy revealed a complex struggle between 

competing worldviews and ethical frameworks. 
• Textual analysis: Safety vs. restriction: A central tension emerged between framing the 

policy as a safety enhancement versus a mobility restriction. 
 Supportive Discourse (Official): Used terms like "safer streets," "protecting 

vulnerable road users," and "community spaces," positioning the policy as an 
evidence-based measure for collective well-being and quality of life. 

 Opposition Discourse: Employed language of "restriction," "imposition," "blanket 
ban," and "economic damage," with metaphors like "shackling drivers" or 
"grinding halt," framing the policy as an infringement on personal freedom and 
efficiency. 

• Discursive practice analysis: Privileging authority: Official discourse, disseminated 
through formal government channels, amplified expert voices (transport engineering, 
public health), reinforcing a technocratic framing of the issue. Opposition discourse, 
originating from less formal channels like social media, was amplified by critical media 
outlets. Media gatekeeping played a crucial role, with some platforms privileging 
official/expert voices, and others giving more weight to anecdotal accounts from 
disgruntled drivers, shaping whether the debate was seen as a technical matter or one 
of personal inconvenience. 

• Social practice analysis: Ideological conflicts: The debate served as an arena for 
deeply ingrained ideological conflicts. Key tensions included: 
 Public Health (collective safety) versus Individual Freedom (driver autonomy). 
 Environmentalism versus perceived necessity for Economic Growth. 
 Entanglement with wider political discussions about Devolution and national 

identity. 
 A significant Urban vs. Rural Narrative, with rural voices often framing the policy 

as an insensitive "urban solution" imposed without regard for local realities. 
 The overall discourse reflected a contest between a deeply ingrained automobility 

culture and a vision of streets as multi-functional community spaces. 
 

4 Discussion  
The CDA of the Wales 20 mph policy demonstrates its value in revealing how language 
actively shapes policy debates, uncovering hidden assumptions and power dynamics. 
 

• Revealing hidden assumptions and power dynamics: Lexical choices are not neutral; 
'safety' (official) legitimised state intervention, while 'freedom' and 'economic harm' 
(opposition) reinforced neoliberal and automobility norms. CDA showed an ideological 
contest beneath the technical debate, articulating fundamentally different visions of 
public space and governance. Policy communication is thus an exercise in discursive 
power, shaping narratives and determining what counts as a 'reasonable concern'. 

• Understanding policy contestation: Opposition to the policy was rooted not just in a 
lack of information, but in deeper cultural, political, and identity-based factors. The 
measure became a symbolic site for wider political tensions, distrust of government 
authority, and the perceived threat to the car's central role in identity and daily life. This 
highlights the limitations of purely rational-technical arguments and shows that 
resistance reflects competing narratives about rights and responsibilities. 
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4.1 Implications for policy and practice 
Policymakers must recognise the discursive terrain and that policy success depends on both 
empirical validity and effective communication. 
 

• Inclusive Messaging: Avoid a too-narrowly technical framing and instead engage with 
community values, address emotional dimensions, and acknowledge perceived trade-
offs. 

• Spatial Dynamics: Anticipate and craft differentiated communication strategies for the 
urban-rural divide, demonstrating respect for local knowledge and context. 

• Engage with Opposition: Proactively monitor and respond to contention, using 
responses that go beyond factual correction to also appeal to underlying values and 
social identities. 

• Narrative Shift: Successful policy implementation requires changes in discourse 
alongside policy change. Storytelling and reframing mobility to highlight community 
benefits can humanise the policy and build support. 

5 References 
 
FAIRCLOUGH, N. 1992. Discourse and social change. 
FAIRCLOUGH, N. 2013. Critical discourse analysis: The critical study of language, 
Routledge. 
 


	1 Introduction
	2 Methodology
	3 Main findings
	4 Discussion
	4.1 Implications for policy and practice

	5 References

