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It’s now almost two years since the first 
Rant and Reason graced the pages of the 
Bulletin, so I suppose it’s about time that 
I joined in with a rant of my own. I think 
I’ve also provided a ‘reason’ (at least in 
part) but if any of our esteemed readers 
wish to give a more comprehensive 
response, please send it in for the next 
issue… that is, if you can find anything 
good to say about buzzwords. 

I find buzzwords a daily but fairly minor 
annoyance – anyone who listens to BBC 
Radio 4 first thing in the morning must 
be prepared to be showered with terms 
such as ‘robust’, ‘sustainable’, ‘legacy’, 
‘hardworking families’, etc. before 
they’ve even had breakfast. The constant 
use of these words and phrases is so 
evident that the BBC website publishes 
an annual list of the 20 most overused 
words in the media [1]. Recently, while 
sifting through a pile of manuscripts and 
proposals, I felt I could easily compile 
a similar list for ecology just by picking 
words out of the first few paragraphs 
of each document. By the end of the 
day, I was ready to scream at anyone 
using terms such as ‘major paradigm 
shift’, ‘impactful’, ‘innovative’, or ‘poorly 
understood’ – and so the seeds of this 
rant were sown. 

“At the end of the day, we incentivize 
and empower researchers to add 
value to their deliverables using Big 
Data, whereas going forward, we 
should synergise and show enterprise 
initiative to produce robust, cutting-
edge, dynamic science with impact”. 
There are 13 buzzwords/-phrases in 
that single sentence – it shouldn’t even 

make sense – and yet many of us will 
have heard something along those 
lines during the last departmental pep 
talk. A lot of the buzzwords we use, 
like the ones in that dreadful sentence, 
have been borrowed from corporate 
jargon. A colleague recently sent me a 
document for comment that contained a 
similar number of buzzwords in a single 
paragraph; without really saying much 
at all the author had managed to include 
‘linkages’, ‘platforms’, ‘capability’, 
‘stakeholders’, and ‘sustainability’; 
‘integration’ was mentioned three times 
in two sentences. The text read like a 
marketing pitch but left you clueless 
about what you were being sold. 

Buzzwords trickle down from institutions 
to individuals, via management meetings 
and strategy documents, and end 
up being used (no, NOT ‘utilized’) in 
proposals and papers. But it’s not just 
corporate jargon that has infected 
science. The definition of ‘buzzword’ 
from the online Collins Dictionary 
(above) actually gives “Biodiversity was 
the buzzword of the Rio Earth Summit” 
as an example. Some of our own terms 
mutate into buzzwords when they 
become particularly popular. I made an 
appeal via twitter for the most-hated 
buzzwords in ecology and was surprised 
at the number of people who confessed 
to disliking words they often used 
themselves. ‘Ecosystem services’ was 
by far the most frequently mentioned, 
followed by ‘resilience’ and ‘biodiversity’; 
‘tipping point’, ‘sustainability’, 
‘multidisciplinary’, and ‘rewilding’ also 
got a few mentions.

Do you really 
think it’s a ‘major 
paradigm shift’?
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Buzzword (ˈbʌzwɜːd)
noun (informal) 

a word, often originating  
in a particular jargon, 
that becomes a vogue  
word in the community  
as a whole or among a 
particular group. 
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So why does this happen? And why 
do we keep on using buzzwords?

Many buzzwords start out as innocent 
words that accurately describe a 
specific property or characteristic (e.g. 
‘robust’, ‘dynamic’) or encompass a 
complex concept in a simple term (e.g. 
‘ecosystem services’, ‘thinking outside 
the box’). We (mostly) understand 
them and they help us communicate 
so we use them again and again, which 
causes ‘semantic stretch’. Semantic 
stretch happens when people over-use 
an idea or concept because it produces 
a desirable reaction. The first person 
to use ‘thinking outside the box’ had a 
cool concept in mind – and it sparked 
interest. People repeated the phrase 
to recreate that reaction, and as it gets 
repeated more and more, it becomes 
‘stretched’, diluted, and starts to lose 
meaning [2]. According to the responses 
to my entirely unrepresentative and 
unscientific twitter-appeal, many fairly 
common terms from ecology are 
perceived to be buzzwords when they 
are ill-defined or used in the incorrect 
context. This misuse combined with 
overuse will hasten and worsen semantic 
stretch. It also ultimately defeats the 
purpose of the buzzword: instead of 
improving communication, we start 
using the same term to mean different 
things. 

We also use buzzwords because the 
best way to make people care about 
something is to form an association 
between something they don’t yet care 
about and something they do [2]. Grant 

proposals are a great example for the 
use of buzzwords in science to create 
an association with something that is 
perceived to be important, topical or 
novel. For instance, I may be interested 
in studying pollination because I love 
bees and the whole system is simply 
fascinating. But I need funding. I realize 
that pollination is regarded as an 
important ecosystem service, which is 
a currently a hot topic… I need to get 
people to care about my research, and 
I know they care about biodiversity and 
ecosystem services, so I put my research 
in that context in the hope that this will 
improve its chances of being funded†. 
A colleague even once told me that he 
combs through NERC’s science strategy 
for current buzzwords and makes sure he 
gets as many of them into his proposals 
as possible, because this alone forms an 
association between his research and 
what NERC wants to fund – in other 
words, he was making his proposal 
‘buzzword compliant’††.

Apparently, using buzzwords might also 
help you get cited [3], although it’s not 
entirely clear whether it’s the actual 
use of buzzwords that help people find 
your papers or because you are really 
working on an up-and-coming topic. 
An evolutionary analysis of published 
keywords showed that there is clear 
non-random keyword selection in 
science. ‘Fashions’ in keywords could be 
identified by a sharp rise in the frequency 
of keyword use after the first notable 
mention (e.g. a highly cited paper) 
and then a rapid decrease in use after 

they had reached some threshold of 
popularity [4]. A later study used a social 
diffusion model to show that public 
usage of climate science keywords rises 
and falls in a remarkably predictable, 
mathematical way [5].

So the trouble with buzzwords is given in 
the very definition of the word: “a word, 
often originating in a particular jargon 
that becomes a vogue word…” they’re 
just fads; they get overused, misused 
and, after a while, dropped again. We 
create our own buzzwords by selecting 
specific terms over others in an attempt 
to better communicate our science or 
emphasize the relevance of our work. 
But buzzwords won’t make a lasting 
impression, and using them constantly 
won’t help your ideas to stand out from 
the crowd. 

Figure 1. Trends in keyword usage in books on 
climate science; dots represent word data from 
the Google Ngram database, lines represent two 
alternative social diffusion models to predict 
word use; from [5].

FOOTNOTES
† Apologies for using pollinators as an example, 
but many of them do make a buzz…

†† I kid you not, look it up.
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