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Out with the old, in with the new – words and phrases in fashion 
Denys Wheatley 
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The English language, as I know it, is changing ever 
more rapidly since the internet and other types of fast 
communication technology entered the scene two or more 
a decades ago. Accepting that languages are always in flux, 
many words used in earlier times have disappeared, as has 
been lucidly and amusingly portrayed by Mark Forsyth1, 
but never at the rapidly accelerating rate we see today. There 
is no doubt that the two nations divided by a common 
language have had considerable influence; American 
English (AE – is this becoming International English?) and 
British English (BE), as Martin Cutts calls it2,3, have now 
reached a point where it will soon be true to say the reverse 
– the UK and USA are two nations divided by different 
languages. But we (especially scientists) adapt and have got 
to know both out of necessity as they progressively diverge/
evolve. I had to check whether we might call the different 
forms of English dialects. Therefore we will probably end 
up with languages just called “American” and “English.” 
In writing a scientific (or any other) article, one strict rule 
is not to mix at least the spelling of words in AE and BE, 
although we may not yet have reached the stage where this 
applies also to particular phrases peculiar to one or other of 
these languages. But where is scientific English going with 
its new words and phrases?

“There is no form of prose more difficult to understand 
and more tedious to read than the average scientific 
paper” Francis Crick

New words cannot be resisted because they are needed 
as new technology and jargon comes ever more into general 
usage. But we are also using some existing words differently 
from the past, often one word sufficing in many contexts 
where we have a number of more apposite words in BE, 
necessary if – as science demands – we need to be precise 
in all things including connotation (ie each being more 
appropriate in a particular context). Shakespeare and Swift 
would be turning in their graves if they knew what was 
going on today. The rule now seems to be never to use a 
short word if a long one can be found (see quotes below). 
Gone are the days in scientific papers when the right word is 
being carefully chosen. Perhaps this is because it is so much 
easier for authors around the world to stick to one word that 
by and large seems to suffice and is now in vogue. Examples 
are numerous; I have already ranted in previous essays about 
evaluate covering for probably 12-14 more appropriate 
verbs. The verb to measure has all but disappeared, and yet 
Arthur Thomson (Lord Kelvin) famously stated of science 
that you really do not get to understand a phenomenon until 
you can measure it. Therefore I have chosen other examples 
that are now so embedded in current scientific articles that 
we are ending up with gross stereotyping of the language. 

In some cases this has gone to such an extent that, before 
long, it might be possible to provide a template or skeleton 
of a paper for authors simply to fill in the blanks with some 
details (the Materials and Methods section is nearly ready 
for this to be instituted). Goodness knows what will then be 
seen as plagiarism, although this stereotyping might solve 
the problem to some extent! What has been lost is style; it’s 
all but dead, and getting worse. When an editor encounters 
a paper that has style, it is a joy to behold. Here are some 
quotes from famous writers:

Let us start with “taken together”, which has become the 
preferred opening of the last paragraph in the majority of 
papers, whereas “in summary” or “in conclusion” (which 
do not have precisely the same meaning) are disappearing. 
More distressing, taken together is followed by “the results of 
our study show…”. Where else could the results come from, 
and are the results making the conclusions or the authors?  
The whole of this opening gambit of the conclusion section 
is not only ugly, but totally redundant. Editors, please use 
your “red pens” – aka the delete button! 

Have you noticed that the word tool now covers a huge 
range of objects, methods, devices and even ideas; in 
epidemiology, healthcare assessment and the like, many quite 
different items are bunched together under this one noun. A 
statistical method has become a tool, as has a questionnaire. 
We might soon have a “Materials and Tools” section; after 
all, FACS machines, stethoscopes and ultracentrifuges are 
indeed tools. Modern usage has adopted many other words 
to cover a multitude of more apt ones. Obviously was seen as 
too blunt and has been almost completely expunged from 
(scientific) papers by clearly. Outcomes (a truly ugly word) is 
quickly replacing results and findings, especially in medicine. 
Outlook is taking over from prognosis. Has almost always 
seems nowadays to be replaced by possesses or exhibits. 
Key is almost universally displacing crucial and critical 
(again, two words with quite different meanings in their 
correct contexts). Physiology, such a fundamental biological 

What others say

•	 “People think that I can teach them style. What 
stuff it all is! Have something to say, and say it as 
clearly as you can. That is the secret of style.” – 
Matthew Arnold

•	 “Proper words in proper places make the true 
definition of a style” – Jonathan Swift

•	 “Don’t let fluff and flowers and verbosity creep 
in. When you catch adjectives kill most of them 
– then the rest will be valuable” – Mark Twain

from Short Words (1996:2)
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discipline, is rarely mentioned today, having been replaced 
by systems biology (born to integrate molecular biology that 
started in the 1970s back into the realm of metabolism (yes, 
it is physiology, with lip-service to biochemistry). Function, 
inextricably linked to physiology, is now all about playing 
a role in – eg “the function of alcohol dehydrogenase in…” 
has become “alcohol dehydrogenase plays an important role 
in…”. Note how the word important comes into this phrase 
almost every time; the enzyme might be a minor “player” 
in some physiological process (function), but as far as the 
authors of papers are concerned, their chosen molecule for 
study is the kingpin! The importance is usually an attribute 
of the author’s attitude rather than the significance of an 
enzyme in a metabolic pathway; alas, very few authors 
understand metabolic control theory4.

Even the word do is on the way out; today everything is 
performed. An experiment is performed, not done. While 
many Latin phrases are rapidly being dropped (eg has 
become such as), it is odd that via is now commonly replacing 
by (even in media-speak). Will the verb to show soon be 
completely superseded by to reveal and to demonstrate?  I 
have mentioned in previous essays that probably and possibly 
(two very useful words that surely do not mean the same 
thing) are now seldom used; instead we have to put up 
with the ugly word likely (eg this event is likely due to... -  is 
this meant to be possibly or probably due to, as there is no 
distinction?).

“Never use a long word if there is a shorter one.” George 
Orwell

Is the word findings on its way out? We hear more of 
“evidences” (yes, the plural!) these days.   Strongly and 
markedly have almost universally become dramatically. 
Elevates takes the place of increases, just as declines is ousting 
decreases. In addition now seems preferred to also. While 
there are numerous other examples that I could include, I will 
finish up with another word that pops up everywhere, not 
only in the scientific literature, but everywhere, viz impact, in 
use now as much as a verb as a noun. Could it be that the two 
similar words, effect and affect, are too difficult for the non-
native English speaker to distinguish and use appropriately? 

Last, and not unexpectedly, let me bring in the word 
surprisingly. This word appears in many papers these days. 
What it means is that the authors, in testing a hypothesis, did 
an experiment and got a result different from the expected. 
Oh, dear, they were wrong – and nature never tells a lie; so 
their little cherished hypothesis has to go out of the window. 

The result might not have been anticipated, but the use of 
the word surprisingly borders on the banal, almost childish.

Native speakers ought to know the difference and not 
follow the herd, but they are as guilty. If they could set an 
example in this case and all the others, things might improve 
and papers would be less word-stereotyped. However, I am 
pessimistic because it seems too late to turn the tide. While 
authors will be most reluctant to oblige, I would suggest 
that Editors can do much more to weed out these ugly and/
or inappropriate words before good BE goes into severe 
decline (not decrease in this case!). For anyone wishing to 
publish, I can thoroughly recommend Martin Cutts’ book2 

as an excellent follow-up to the great Sir Ernest Gowers’ 
Plain Words5, published back in the 1940s to rid the UK  
civil service of writing very uncivil English.*
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Note
*I was surprised to learn recently that at least four steps 
were also taken in the USA to get plain English used more 
often by all. The public needs to be better informed at a level 
people can generally understand. Laws only work when 
the majority of people see the need for them and insist on 
them, which is why these measures have had little effect (or 
should that be impact?).

•	 Carter 1978 - order 12-044 - requires Regulations to be 
written in plain English.

•	 Clinton 1998 – memorandum to both houses of the 
United States Congress - Plain Language in Government 
Writing.

•	 Securities and Exchange Commission (USA) demanded 
stocks and bonds prospectuses to be in Plain English.

•	 Center for Plain Language 2010 - the Plain Writing Act 
was passed by both houses of the US government.
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