[image: image1.jpg]


       English 101

                Naval Safety Center, 2003


Lesson #39: Vague Adjectives and Adverbs

Next time you're feeling smug about the precision of your prose, the following survey should restore your sense of skepticism.

First, spend a month keeping track of how many times you use these familiar adjectives, adverbs and nouns: many, few, often, recent, sometimes and several. Then give your list of examples to your staff and ask them to assign a number or range of numbers to the word in question.

I gathered such 20 examples from the magazine stories that my department edits. Here's an excerpt from an article about diving safety: "Unfortunately, when sailors dive for recreation, they ignore safe-diving practices. Our otherwise safety-conscious young sailors become mishaps waiting to happen… The result is often fatal." I doubted the author's last statement, because I knew that hundreds of sailors dive for fun, and less than a dozen actually drown every year.

I asked my staff to assume that Navy personnel make 1,000 recreational dives in a year. How many divers would have to drown before an author should would write that divers "often" die? I expected a wide range of numbers on the answers, but the size of that range shocked me: 700, 8, 10, 100, 30, and 500.

The editor who gave the lowest answer didn't have to interpret "often" because she knew the approximate number of Navy diving fatalities. The people who gave the two highest numbers had no idea how many divers drowned. They said that, for them, "often" means "more than half the time."

Editors must realize that, based on the knowledge and experience of the readers, the effect of a seemingly innocuous adverb can range from vague to dangerously misleading.

Combining "often" with "usually," as in the following sentence, compounds the problem: "The hunters usually go out alone, but often will go in groups." I asked my staff to assume that these hunters go out 100 times a year. If they "usually" go out alone, how many times would they have to go out in groups to qualify as "often" going in groups? The answers were slightly more consistent (30-40, 51, 30, 25, 30, 75), but still contradictory. If 75 times meant "often," the remaining 25 didn't qualify as "usually." Of the six editors I surveyed, four thought that "often" and "usually" contradicted each other.

On another of my hypothetical questions, I found that "recently" could mean a range of one month to six months. In another example, two of my editors were untroubled when an author used the word "several" to mean between 12 and 14.

One of my questions dealt with pilots who fly while fatigued and their risk of mid-air collisions. Given 10,000 cases of this hazard, how many mid-air collisions would there have to be for a writer to say that these collisions "often" occurred. The answers: 7,000; 5; 10; 100; 200; and 5,000.

Editors need not quibble about the definitions of these words. Dictionaries are sufficiently vague on that score: "many" means "relatively numerous," "few" means "not many," and "often" means "many times." The words are inescapable. They can also be an admission that the author has no idea of the actual number or frequency involved.

Careful editors can do two things. First, don't use these words to disguise a lack of data or slapdash research. If you can put a number or an estimate to it, do it. Second, decide if an author's point is comparative or absolute. A "lot" of money for my family is chump change for a professional athlete. A "few" beers for a 260-pound alcoholic are "many" beers for someone who only drinks beer after softball games in the summer.

Then there's a Virginia forest ranger who was struck by lightning six times during the course of his career. Would anyone hesitate to call that "a lot"?

Examples

Unfortunately, when they dive for recreation, the dive manual goes out the window and safe-diving practices are ignored.  Our otherwise safety conscious young sailors become mishaps waiting to happen. . . The result is often fatal.

[How often is "often"? Not that often, it turns out.]
Approach article where the pilot gets fixated during a bombing run, pulls out 500 feet from the ground, and later says, "I was pretty fixated during that last run." 

[If he was only "pretty" fixated, what would qualify as "real fixated" -- hitting the ground?]

Although I don't pretend to have the final word, there are a few relatively simple observations that, when viewed collectively, should at least stimulate a little more thought and lead to a little better understanding of this phenomenon.

[delete:  there are, relatively, when viewed collectively, at least, a little more, little;  also, "there are" is strange]

Exercise: How many is a "few"?  How often is "often"?
Webster's definition of “many”: Consisting of some large, indefinite number;  numerous; relatively numerous. n. a large number (of persons or things)." Points out that a "great many" means "an extremely large number." It adds, "many is the simple common word implying a relatively large number of units… numerous, a more formal equivalent, sometimes connotes a crowding of one unit upon another."

[This excerpt is from the conclusion of an article about fatigue. It concerns a reservist pilot missed a flight-level clearance and nearly had a midair collision.]

"How typical is the department head who tends to his responsibilities during the day and then flies until midnight? Fatigue was a factor at Chernobyl, Three Mile Island and the NASA Challenger explosion. I consider myself the beneficiary of a relatively inexpensive lesson. My mistake resulted in some personal embarrassment and paper work for people who had better things to do. Many of us are not so fortunate [i.e., they actually collide instead of a near-miss]."

Here is a test you can give your staff to illustrate how vague and meaningless some common adjectives and adverbs are. Get them to fill in the blanks, then compare the answers.

1. Assume that 10,000 times per year, some Navy pilot flies while fatigued.  How many of these tired pilots would have to collide with another aircraft in order for you to say that "many" of them do so? _____

Webster's definition of “few”:  "not many;  a small number of"

2. In the following three sentences, how many is a few?

"Honest, officer, I swear to God, I only had a few beers." _____

3. "The time to produce 20 fluid ounces is just over eight minutes for one model and 21 minutes for the other model. With a few minutes pumping, the first model will produce a daily supply." _____

4. A few years back, when I was an airman [author is now a CWO3] ... Hey, this was back during Vietnam. . . With our present Tool Control Program in place since 1975… _____

Webster's definition of “often”:  "many times;  repeatedly;  frequently"

5. [from National Geographic]  "The hunters usually go out alone, but often will go in groups."

Let's assume that the hunters go out 100 times a year. If they usually go out alone, how many times would they have to go out in groups to qualify as "often" going in groups? _____

6. In the previous sentence, do "usually" and "often" contradict each other? _____
7. Unfortunately, when they dive for recreation, the dive manual goes out the window and safe-diving practices are ignored. Our otherwise safety conscious young sailors become mishaps waiting to happen… The result is often fatal.

Assume that sailors dive for recreation 1,000 times per year. How many would die before you'd say that they "often" die? _____ 

Webster's definition of “recent”:  "1. done, made, etc. just before the present time;  modern, new. 2. of a time just before the present."

8. "He didn't seem to be hurting for money. I know for a fact that he had recently bought a new car." Within what timeframe had he bought a new car? _____

Webster's definition of “several”: more than two but not many; of an indefinite but small number; few."

Bernstein: "The word means more than a couple but not a great many."

9. "Judge, it was obvious to me that this motorist had had several beers when we stopped him at the roadblock." How many is several? _____
10. [On pg. 2 of an article] I was stationed there from 1974 to 1976 and had the chance to make a fam jump with the Naval Test Parachutists… [On pg. 6, talking about that jump] It's been several years, but I still have no reservations about using a parachute. Does the author of this excerpt use the word "several" correctly? _____

When I gave this quiz to our staff editors, here were there answers. Note the extreme range of numbers in the answers.

1.  Number of times Navy pilots fly while fatigued: 7,000; 5; 10; 100; 200; 5,000.

2. How many is a few beers? 3, 3, 3, 3, 4-5, 2.

3. How many minutes would you have to pump? 5-6, 3, 30, 4, 10-15, 8-10.

4.  Number of times hunters went in groups: 30-40, 51, 30, 25, 30, 75.

5.  In the example sentence, do "usually" and "often" contradict each other?

Two "No," four "Yes"

6. Number of times that sailors went diving for recreation: 700, 8, 10, 100, 30, 500.

7.  How long ago did the person buy a new car? 2-3 months, during past 3 months, 30 days, 6 months, 2-3 months, 3 months
8.  How may beers is “several”? 4-6, 3, 6, 6, 4-5, 3-4

9.  Does the author of this excerpt use the word "several" correctly?

Four "No," two "Yes"
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