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In this, we will learn how to choose the right words for the meaning we want to convey.

Objectives


After completing this, we should be able to:
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Apply the rules for correct word usage
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  Apply guidelines for non-discriminatory words

Verbal communication begins with words. That's obvious enough, yet word choice — identifying the "powerful agent" — often presents problems to both senders and receivers of messages.

Consequently, we must use words effectively when writing business communications.

The five qualities of effective words are as follows:
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Clarity
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Concreteness
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Conciseness
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Appropriateness
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Freshness
Clarity involves picking words that precisely identify your meaning to your reader.

It includes avoiding vague, fuzzy terms. And, it usually involves selecting the simplest or shortest words possible.
Look at these pairs of words. In each case, the words in the second column are either more precise or simple.
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	Vague
	Clear

	Activate
	Start

	Cogent
	Persuasive

	Verbose
	Wordy

	Distraught
	Upset

	Rudimentary
	Simple

	Utilize
	Use


Now, look at these pairs of sentences.

Once again, the bottom sentence in each pair is either more precise or simple.
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 Vague: Please utilize the manuals if you feel the need.
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 Clear: Please use the manuals if necessary.
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Vague: We activated the machine when we were supposed to.
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Clear: We started the machine on schedule.
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Vague: The rudimentary exercises were performed within a short period of time.
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Clear: The simple exercises were done quickly.
Concreteness means choosing words and phrases that are specific and concrete, leaving little chance for misinterpretation. Concrete words have a greater impact on readers than abstract words do. This is because abstract words may be vague or open to individual interpretation.


Look at these pairs of words and phrases. In each case, the words and phrases in the second column are more concrete and specific.
	Vague
	Concrete

	Office equipment
	Computers

	As soon as possible
	By March 16

	Large number
	6,000

	Inclement weather
	Six feet of snow

	A lot of time
	72 hours

	Professional development
	An MBA degree


Now, look at these pairs of sentences.


Once again, the bottom sentence in each pair is more concrete and specific.
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Vague: A lot of people purchase equipment.
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Concrete: On Saturday, July 19, 16 people bought fax machines at Wilson's Office Supplies Store.
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Vague: I expect your answer at the earliest convenience.
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Concrete: I expect your answer by July 1.
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Vague: Mr. Harris recommended you as a good manager.
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Concrete: Mr. Harris recommended you as a responsible and efficient manager.

Of course, we can't avoid abstract terms entirely.

In this example, while "responsible and efficient" are an improvement on "good," they are basically abstract terms open to interpretation. 
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Vague: Mr. Harris recommended you as a good manager.
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Concrete: Mr. Harris recommended you as a responsible and efficient manager.
Moreover, words like "improvement," "success" and "motivation" are an accepted part of business language.
When we use such abstract terms, use them in a context that includes concrete terms. Concrete terms clarify the meaning of abstract terms.


For example, what does "improvement" mean? Perhaps it means an increase of 17 percent in gross sales in the next 12 months. If that is the case, say so. 

Conciseness means presenting your message in as few words as possible. It also involves avoiding unnecessary words and repetition of ideas.

The more words we use — especially if they are repetitious, obscure, or inappropriate — the more we slow the reader. Your message might easily get lost in the verbiage!

Look at the wordy and unnecessary expressions on the left and their corrections on the right. In all cases except one, simply deleting the phrase and being more direct remedied the problem.

	Wordy
	Concise

	As you know ...
	Omit — if the readers know, why remind them?

	I would like to take this opportunity to tell you ...
	Omit — provide the message.

	Permit me to say ...
	Omit — you are not really asking the reader's permission.

	This is to inform you that ...
	Omit — directly inform them.

	Your attention is directed to ...
	Use "Please see...”

	As a matter of fact ...
	Omit — state the fact itself.

	I wish to state ...
	Omit — supply the fact immediately.

	You are advised that ...
	Omit — provide the advice instead.


Now, look at some additional wordy expressions and their corrections. In each case, the words in the second column are more concise. 

	Wordy
	Concise

	During the time that
	While

	Brown in color
	Brown

	In order to
	To

	In the event of
	If

	Absolutely essential
	Essential

	True facts
	Facts

	Type of fertilizer
	A fertilizer

	Through the use of
	With


Appropriateness means selecting the right word for the specific communication context. It requires that we consider the reader's familiarity with the subject, the reader's word preference, and the occasion of the communication. The degree of formality is usually determined by what we know about these factors.

Look at this list of words and phrases. In each case, the words and phrases in the second column are more formal. They would be appropriate in a situation when the reader would be more comfortable with formal language.

	Informal
	Formal

	Free ride
	At no expense

	Macho
	Masculine

	Hassle
	Argument

	Okay
	All right

	Go for broke
	Take a chance

	Green light
	Approval

	Blue sky
	Consider possibilities


Also, avoid using technical terms associated with your profession or industry when we communicate with readers who may not be familiar with those terms.


"Friable" may mean something to a geologist, but it probably confuses the general public.

When are contractions appropriate? Whenever we question their appropriateness, do not use them.

Certainly, we should avoid them in formal reports. Contractions are informal and conversational.

We might want to use contractions in a friendly sales letter to the general public or in a memo to a co-worker. 

When is the word “I” appropriate in business communications?

"I" is much more natural and direct than referring to yourself in the third person as "the writer" or "one."

Some companies, however, do not permit this type of reference.

Find out your company's policy on this matter.

Freshness means choosing words that have color and life. It also involves avoiding trite and cliché expressions and jargon.

Look at the following pairs of words and phrases. The phrases in the second column eliminate the dull word stuffing found all too often in business messages.

	Dull
	Fresh

	First and foremost, the drop in sales ...
	The drop in sales ...

	Please find enclosed ...
	Here is ...

	Said as follows ...
	Said ...

	Thanking you in advance ...
	We shall be grateful for any ...

	It is the opinion of this writer ...
	I think ...

	This letter is for the purpose of requesting ...
	Omit — start by stating the request


Verbs make sentences lively.


Always strive for strong action verbs that precisely communicate your meaning.


Avoid verbs that describe a state of being, such as "is" or "am." 

We should also avoid sentence starters, such as "There is" and "There have been."


Verbs of being and sentence starters take the life from your prose.


They are dull and frequently wordy. 

Compare these pairs of sentences. The second group is livelier.

	Dull
	Lively

	Agents went into the branch office.
	Agents burst into the branch office.

	There are five employees in our advertising department.
	Our advertising department employs five people.

	There was an understanding between us.
	We understood each other.
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Another way to keep your messages fresh is to use active voice.

Avoid passive voice, which can be wordy and awkward. 
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Passive: The operation was completed by this writer.
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Active: I completed the operation.
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Passive: Bob was given a raise by Mr. Henry.
[image: image27.png]


Active: Mr. Henry gave Bob a raise.
This section contains definitions and examples of many commonly misused words.


People often make mistakes about words that sound the same or have similar spellings.


Such errors can result in business messages that are confusing, inaccurate, and meaningless. 

"Accept" means to receive.

"Except" means to leave out, to exclude.
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The store accepts personal checks.
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All of the programs except Greg's were finished on time.

"Affect" is a verb that means to change, influence, or impress.

"Effect" is usually a noun that means the result of an action.

[image: image30.png]


Humidity can affect electronic systems.
[image: image31.png]


The changes in this administration had a negative effect.
"Among" refers to a situation involving three or more people or objects.

"Between" refers to a situation involving only two people or objects.
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The club divided duties among its four officers.
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A merger between the two companies is anticipated.
"Anxious" indicates worry about something.

"Eager" indicates looking forward to something.
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Larry is anxious about completing his report on time.
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Lana is eager to help in any way she can.
"Disinterested" means to have an unbiased opinion.

"Uninterested" means to have no opinion or interest at all.
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Judges are supposed to be disinterested in cases tried before them.
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Ms. Smith is uninterested in the remodeling of our offices.
"Continually" refers to action that happens often.

"Continuous" refers to action that takes place without interruption.
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My supervisor continually places training literature on my desk.
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The rubber plant operates continuously.
"Elicit" means to draw out or to evoke.

"Illicit" indicates not permitted or unlawful.
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We're hoping this marketing piece will elicit a response.
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The CEO admitted accepting the illicit funds.
"Fewer" refers to items that can be counted.

"Less" refers to collective quantities or amounts that cannot be counted.
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Recycling our copier paper could mean fewer trees consumed.
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It will take me less time to complete the task.
"Infer" means to conclude from evidence.

"Imply" means to suggest or hint.
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Laura inferred from Dan's resume that he was an experienced engineer.
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Laura implied to Dan that her company was hiring experienced engineers
"Its" is a possessive pronoun.

"It's," with an apostrophe, is the contraction of "it is."
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The company provided its mission statement.
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It's time to schedule a staff meeting.

"Loose" is generally used as an adjective and means free or not tight.

"Lose" is a verb and means to misplace or be without.
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The cable came loose from the PC.
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I don't want to lose my job.
"Liable" means subject to or responsible for a situation or consequence, usually a negative one. It can have two slightly different meanings: "legally responsible for" or "likely to cause some negative consequence".

On the other hand, "likely" indicates a neutral condition of probability, regardless of responsibility and regardless of positive or negative consequences.
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The homeowners are liable for accidents that occur on their property. 
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Watch out or you're liable to fall.
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It is likely that the incumbent will win.
"Precede" means to come before something.

"Proceed" means to continue.
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The Table of Contents precedes the main chapters of a document.
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When you finish this report, proceed to the next one.
"Principal" can refer to the head of a school, an important person in some organization, or the amount of a loan. Otherwise, it is used as an adjective.

"Principle" is a law, a rule or fundamental truth. It is always a noun.
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The principal amounts to $210,000.
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Our company believes in one principle: honesty.
"Stationary" implies that an object is fixed and is not capable of moving.

"Stationery" is a type of writing paper.
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The desks and chairs are stationary to discourage theft.
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Always print correspondence on company stationery.
"Their" is a possessive form of they.

"There" refers to a place.

"They're" is a contraction of "they are."
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Their work on that feasibility study is excellent.
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They don't want to work there.
[image: image61.png]


They're hard workers.
"Who's" is a contraction of "who is."

"Whose" is a possessive form of who.
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Who's going to lead the brainstorming session?
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I have not decided whose offer I am going to accept.
"Your" is the possessive form of you.

"You're" is a contraction of ”you are."
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Your department is efficient.
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You're invited to the company picnic.
There are four areas of nondiscriminatory language: sexist language, racial and ethnic bias, age bias, and disability bias.

Let's start with sexist language. All business writers should treat men and women equally in language and avoid overuse of masculine references.

Most organizations and corporations demand the elimination of sexist language.

Sexist language can be eliminated in several ways.

One way is to use plural terms when possible. For example:
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Each worker must fill his quota
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All workers must fill their quotas.

There is no loss of clarity with the plural terms. 

A second method to eliminate sexist language is to change traditional masculine terms to avoid any exclusive sexual reference.

This table lists some common alternatives. 

	Masculine
	Gender Neutral

	Mankind
	Humanity

	Salesman
	Salesperson

	Man-hours
	Work-hours

	Businessman
	Business executive


Another way to avoid sexist language is to include both him and her or his and her in the sentence.

For example:
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Each worker must complete his or her quota.

However, we should only use this method when it cannot be avoided.

Otherwise, try to employ one of the other methods of using nondiscriminatory language. 

As we just saw with sexist language, the easiest way to avoid it is to eliminate the discriminatory language entirely.


This is also true with other forms of discriminatory language.

Many people associate certain stereotypical characteristics with racial or ethnic groups.

We should avoid including such associations in your writing.

For example:
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Original: Charlie is tall for an Asian.
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Rewrite: Charlie is tall.

There is simply no need to refer to Charlie's ethnicity when describing his height. 

Similarly, we should eliminate reference to a person's age from your writing if it is not relevant.


For example: "John Smith, 42, submitted the lowest bid." John's age has no relevance to the amount of his bid.


There are instances when a person's age is relevant.


For example: "Mary Parker, 31, is the youngest person ever promoted to vice president."


Mary's age is the topic of the sentence and is consequently appropriate. 

Yet another form of discriminatory language is referring unnecessarily to a person's disability.

As with the other forms you've just seen, unless the disability is relevant, do not include it in your writing.

Should we need to include a reference to a disability in your writing, use "disabled" instead of "handicapped" or "crippled."

For example: 

[image: image71.png]


Original: Crippled people have difficulty in offices with stairs.
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Rewrite: Disabled people have difficulty in offices with stairs.


"Special needs" or "physically challenged" are two other preferred terms. 

Summary
 

In this unit, you learned the five qualities of effective words: clarity, concreteness, conciseness, appropriateness, and freshness.


We also learned the rules of correct word usage.


Finally, we learned the guidelines for nondiscriminatory language. We now know that the guidelines recommend that we avoid using sexist language, avoid using stereotypical characteristics of racial or ethnic groups, and eliminate reference to a person's age or disability from your writing if it is not relevant. 
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