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Executive Summary 

. The purpose of definitions is to provide precise, accurate meanings to a word or phrase. 
Good.definitiona1 practices facilitate denotative conformity (agreement about what a 
word or phrase refers to) and connotative predictability (a reliable sense of the reactions a 
word or phrase elicits). 

Good definitions or category descriptions provide clear exemplars of the phenomenon 
being defined such that members of a particular language community understand that "X 
counts as Y in context C." Members of a language community, such as the trucking 
industry, must have shared understanding of how information is encoded into data and 
how data should be decoded accurately. 

Good definitional practices meet four criteria: Clarity, Shared Purpose, Appropriate 
Authority, and Feedback. Collectively, these practices facilitate a language community's 
shared understanding of what "attributes" are central and important to the catetgories 

(-j used by that community. 
\ -: 

The following phrases and definitions used -emination Record Form and 
m i d e  to the Termination Record Form were analyzed: "company policy , 

violation," "unsatisfactory safety record," "excessive complaints," "cargo loss," 
"equipment loss," "quit/dismissed during training/orientationlprobation," "eligible for 
rehire: no," "other," "personal contact requested," "late pick up/delivery," "log 
violation," "no show," "failed to report accident," "quit under dispatch," "unauthorized 
equipment use," "unauthorized passenger," and "unauthorized use of company funds." 

In all cases, the "definitions" provided were seriously flawed: They were circular, vague, 
ambiguous, or open to abuse. They fail to facilitate denotative conformity or connotative 
predictability. 

. The definitional practices o fail to meet the four criteria of good 
definitional practices. The flawed design o e code categories can be understood 
clearly by considering how the codes could have been defined more clearly. 

. Accurate interpretation of data generated by TRF reports is impossible. The problems are 
systemic to the design of the form and its definitional glossary. The Work Record section 
of the TRF does not meet the goal of "maximum possible accuracy of the information 
concerning the individual about whom the report relates." 
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This report is divided into three sections. Section I describes a set of standards for understanding 

and evaluating definitions and categories. Section I1 provides an analysis of the d e f ~ t i o n s  

provided in the Guide to Termination Record F m  distributed b- 

Section 111 provides an overall assessment of the definitional issues. 

I. Standards for Definitions & Categories 

In this section I provide a set of criteria for evaluating definitions and categories. I frame my 

remarks as answers to a series of questions: What is a definition? What is the difference 

between a definition and a category (or LLclassification")? What is the purpose of definition? 

And, lastly, What are the criteria for good definitional practices? 

What is a definition? 

Since defmition is a topic that has been of interest for well over 2,000 years, it is not 

surprising that there are actually a number of definitions of "definition" (Robinson, 1950; Rey, 

2000). Aristotle is credited for the standard definitional form involving genus and difference: An 

& is (a kind of) class name that has such-and-such attributes. I will discuss categories and 

attributes in the following subsection. Before that discussion, we need to recognize that 

distinctions are drawn among lexical, ostensive, operational, theoretical, stipulative, circular, and 

other types of definition. It is not necessary to discuss all of these types of definition, but four 

are particularly relevant. First, a lexical definition is simply the sort of definition found in a 
I I :  
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' dictionary. It is an empirical guide to usage; that is, a dictionary tells us what the most common 

use of words has been, and thus functions as a prescriptive guide for how language users should 

use the word now. 

For ordinary, day-to-day use, a standard dictionaq is adequate. Groups of language users 

often have specific needs and interests that require them to use words in a more precise way than 

is common in ordinary language use. Obvious examples of this would be legal, medical, and 

scientific terms. In such specialized language communities, a good deal of effort is expended 

defining words in a precise manner. Ordinary words take on a far more specific meaning within 

a specialized language community (such as "force" in physics or the law). It should be noted, 

however, that it is not only the highly specialized fields of law, medicine, and science that 

develop their own special uses for words. Indeed, any time an identifiable group of people share 

(-.- j a common set of experiences, they can be described as a language community that develops a 
1- ..i 

particular set of language practices that mark them as distinct. If a person becomes a musician, 

an auto mechanic, a professional poker player, a salesperson, or a truck driver, part of learning 

how to be part of that community involves learning to "talk the talk." Joining a community, such 

as "the trucking industry," is joining a language community that uses words in a particular 

fashion. Some of those words may be unique to that community, and other words may be taken 

from ordinary usage but given more specific meaning within that community. 

For specialized language communities, reliance on lexical definitions is not enough. 

There is a need for what are called "stipulative" and "operational" definitions. A stipulative 

definition is simply a declaration and agreement by a language community that a word "Y" will 

be used in a particular fashion. Whomever first called the manual graphical user interface part of 

a computer a Lbmouse" simply declared it to be so, and now everyone knows what we are talking 



about when we refer to a computer's Lcmouse"-even though that use is obviously quite different 

than the traditional lexical definition of a mouse. Furthermore, when it is important to have 

common agreement about when something should be called "Y," we often develop an 

operational definition. An operational definition often specifies some measurable dimension. In 

education, "gifted" and "challenged" are often defined by reference to a specific score on a 

standardized intelligence test. Many psychoIogical diagnoses are dependent on specific scores 

measured by detailed questionnaires. Vehicles are often categorized by such measurable 

dimensions as weight, size, and number of tires. "Speeding" is operationalized by travel at a 

speed in measurable excess of posted limits. 

Lastly, it is important to note that what is called a "circular definition" is not an 

acceptable form of defmition. A circular definition is one that simply repeats the word or phrase 

being defined in the defintion itself without providing additional information about the word or 

phrase's denotative or connotative meaning. Since circular definitions assume a prior 

understanding of the word or phrase being defined, it does not provide members of a language 

community any insight into how the word or phrase should be used. 

To summarize: Specific language communities develop, through practice over time or 

through concrete acts of stipulation, general and operational defintion that guide the linguistic 

behavior of the community's members. What these definitions have in common is a desire for 

clear and consistent use of specific words. Formally, they create a linguistic "rule" of the form 

"X counts as Y in context C." Thus, a "flush" in poker counts as a flush only if one has a 

sufficient number of cards of the same suit. That use of the word "flush" is obviously quite . 

different than how the term might be used by a plumber or doctor. Accordingly, the same word 



might be defined quite differently by different language communities, depending on their 

respective needs and interests. 

For the purposes of this report, "definition" refers to a specific effort by a language 

community to identifL the denotative and connotative meanings of a word. What I wish to stress 

at this point is that a definition functions within a language community as a kind of linguistic 

rule, "X counts as Y in context C." 

What ik the diflerence between a deJinition and a category? 

Much of what I have said so far about defmitions could also be said about "categories" 

and systems of "classification." As communication scholars Bowker and Star note, "to classify 

is human" (1 999). Stressing the importance of categorization, Senft (2000) argues, 

"classification abilities are necessary to the survival of every organism" @. 11). Similarly, 

Bowerman notes "the grouping of discriminably different stimuli into categories on the basis of 

shared features is an adaptive way of dealing with what would be an overwhelming array of 

unique experiences" (1976, pp. 105-6). In short, the way we make sense of the world is through 

the aquisition of categories. This is also a useful way to think about how language works- 

primarily as a complex system of categories used to make sense of an infiiteely complex world 

Categories are formed based on learning the relevant functional, perceptual, or other sorts 

of attributes that members of a category share. This is precisely why Aristotle's formulation of 

definitions is so influential: An X is (a kind of) class name that has such-and-such attributes. 

"Attributes" are simply features or qualities of a phenomenon: a chair is something we sit on (a 

fbnctional attribute), a ball is round (a perceptual attribute, something we see). One's earliest 

exposure to a category is sometimes called an original or prototypical exemplar (Bowerman, 



1976). It is through exposure to a series of examples (or "exemplars") that we learn what counts 

as a member of a category. One typically does not learn what a 'ball" is from one example, 

since balls have attriiutes that other categories have as well (not all round objects are balls). For 

a category to be meaningful and useful, it must both include items and exclude others, thus 

humans acquire a social category by learning a set of "similarityldifference relationshipsn that 

distinguish one category fiom another (Schiappa, 2003). We have to learn when something 

"counts" as a member of this category but not that one, and we do that by learning what 

attributes one category has in common that are different from the attributes of another category. 

Some linguists and philosophers refer to this process as "semantic mapping." That is, we must 

learn how our words map out the world around us, and we must learn to "read" that map in a 

manner consistent with other members of our language community: "A network of definitons 

maps experience by categorizing" (Matthews, 1998, p. 55). 

The production of definitions is a social practice designed to formalize our understanding 

of specific categories. Definitions identify the "definitive" or "essential" attributes that 

characterize a category. Definitions are ultimately intended to serve a social purpose of 

stabilizing meaning so that when a person refers to a category, we know what that person is 

talking about. 

What is the purpose of definitions? 

Though I have already said that definitions serve an important stabilizing function so that 

we can understand each other, especially in specialized language communities, a few additional 

remarks may be useful to understand the purpose that definitions have. The key idea is that 

definitions are intended to have more precise andpredictable meaning than mere "de~cription'~: 



' Descriptions "do not constrain experience as a network of defmitions do. Descriptions are open- 

ended" (Matthews, 1998, p. 56). To explain how definitions function more precisely and 

predictably than descriptions, I next describe the concepts of "denotative confomuty" and 

"connotative predictability." 

Denotative conformity refers to the degree of intersubjective agreement about what a 

specific word refers to. To "denote" means to "refer," to point out something, as in "there's a 

tornado!" Denotative conformity can be measured. For example, among experienced poker 

players, one would find 100% agreement about what the terms "flush" and "straight" refer to. 

The degree of denotative conformity varies among different language communities. A term like 

"solenoid" might have relatively low denotative conformity among a general population (I would 

not h o w  one if I saw it, for example), but it would undoubtedly have a near perfect degree of 

agreement among experienced mechanics. 

Connotative predictability is similar, but refers to the subjective "sense" of a word rather 

than its objective referent. All words conjure up thoughts, including images, feelings, and 

attitudes. Sometimes those thoughts are mundane (such as the word "pencil"), and other times 

the feelings and attitudes elicited by a word can be quite powerful (such as the word "murder"). 

Part of what definitions help to do is to stabilize the connotative predictability of a word so that 

when person A uses a word, that person can predict the sorts of images, feelings, and attitudes 

person B will have in response. This is why politicians use highly charged words like "terrorist" 

or "freedom," of course, but the same principle would apply to almost any word used in a 

specific language community. If a veteran professional baseball player refers to another player 

as a "rookie," the term has both a denotative meaning (referring to a player in his first year of 



0 major league play) and a set of predictable connotative meanings (inexperienced and eager, for 

example). 

Defmitions play a crucial role in the encodingldecoding process of communication The 

concepts of encoding and decoding have been crucial parts of models of communication for over 

50 years, most notably in the Osgood and Schramm model (Schramm, 1954) that stressed all 

communicators are "interpreters" who must encode and decode information. Encoding is the 

process of converting a complex set of information into more manageable "bits" of data. This is 

what language does: Words reduce an infinitely complex set of experiences into manageable and 

shareable chunks of information. However, such data or information are meaningful only if they 

are decoded accurately. Decoding is the reverse process of converting data that has been sent by 

a source into meaning (denotative and connotative) understandable by a receiver. Much of what 

we mean by learning to "talk the talk" of a particular language community involves learning to 

encode and decode in a manner consistent with veteran members of that language community, 

and here definitions can play an important role. 

The bottom line purpose of definitions is shared meaning. Put simply, we want to know 

what a person means when he or she uses a word. Though "meaning" is a vexed term itself, all 

linguists and communication scholars certainly recognize the fundamental attributes of meaning 

include what Gottlob Frege described in 1892 as "sense" (connotative meaning) and "reference" 

(denotative meaning); that is, the subjective thoughts a word elicits in the mind of a hearer, and 

the objective referent to which a word refers. 

Put more formally: The social goal of definition is to foster a coordinated and common 

understanding of words so that members of a language community have a high degree of 

denotative conformity when they use words to refer to the people, objects, and events most 



relevant to that commu&y, as well as connotative predictability so that they can anticipate the 

l&ely response to their use of such words. Similarly, ccac~ura~f' in communication can be 

operationalized in the same fashion: To understand the meaning of a word "accurately" means 

that one understands its denotative reference and connotative sense with precision. 

What makes for a good definition? 

The proof of a good definition is in its performance. That is, if a particular language 

community defines a word such that its members recognize that X counts as Y in context C, then 

one should find a high degree of denotative conformity and connotative predictability. If a 

language community achieves high levels of denotative conformity and connotative 

predictability, it has a successful practice of defmition. If not, then it does not have a successful 

(i 
practice of defmition. 

-.--, 

I would suggest four criteria that can assist in identifying successful definitional 

practices: Clarity, Shared Purpose, Appropriate Authority, and Feedback. 

Clarity: As mentioned previously, we learn a category by being taught clear exemplars. 

By "clear exemplars" I mean examples that highlight the similarity/difference relations that 

distinguish one category from another. So, while not all birds can fly, one can learn the meaning 

of the category "bird" best through examples of birds that fly. There is clear evidence, for 

example, that a small child will learn to categorize ''birds" better by initially being shown robins 

rather than penguins (Roberts & Horowitz, 1986). By contrast, one would not be advised to try 

to teach someone the meaning of the categov of "chair" by fust showing them a beanbag chair. 

Learning a category involves Iearning what attributes are "essential" or "deffitive" of a 

class of objects, events, or people. Thus, it would be preferable to learn who counts as an 



' "attorney" by reference to the attribute of "passing the bar exam" rather than, say, romeone who 

likes to argue." The first attribute is more essential or defintive than the second, and it helps 

differentiate between attorneys and non-attorneys more clearly. 

Accordingly, the first criterion of a good definitional practice is that it strives for clarity 

through clear examples that allow members of a language community to recognize what the key 

attributes of a category are. 

Shared Purpose: What counts as "essential" or "key" attributes of a category depends on 

members of a language community having a shared purpose in defining a given word. When I 

use the word "essential" I am not referring to some sort of metaphysical essence. Rather, I am 

referring to those attributes that the history and values of a given conmunity deem as crucially 

important, given the communiG's shared purposes. Definitions are driven by needs, interests, 

and values. That is, we do not defme words just for fun, but rather because of specific needs and 

interests that are reached when we have agreement on how to use certain words. For example, 

there are many ways to define "wetlands" and sometimes those definitions compete as 

government agencies and legislators have to decide what "counts" as a wetland within the 

meaning of specific laws and regulations. Ultimately, what is at stake is deciding what attributes 

(such as the presence of hydrophytes-plants that only grow in anaerobic conditions-versus 

how many days of the year there is standing water) are most important given the purposes of 

environmental protection laws. 

It is unlikely that a language community will achieve clarity in its definitional practices 

unless it also has a common and sharedpurpose in defining important words. One cannot 

establish a clear category, with a clear set of definitive attributes, unless there is shared purpose. 

Without shared purposes for defining a word, it will be difficult if not impossible to agree on 



0 what similarityldiffere- relations should be learned to know the rules for when X counts as Y 

in context C. In other words, a member of a language community cannot know if an X should 

count as a Y or not-Y without some understanding of the purpose of defining the category in the 

frrst place. 

Appropriate Authority: An important criterion to consider when evaluating a set of 

definitional practices is who should have the power to define. When children are learning a 

language, it clearly advances the social interests of denotative conformity and connotative 

predictability to stipulate that parents and teachers have that power. When people are 

newcomers to a language community, such as medical students, law students, or apprentice 

laborers, it also makes sense that veterans have the authority and power to teach such newcomers 

what is what. In short, becoming a member of a language community involves initially 

"surrendering" definitional authority to those with more experience. As I said before, to be 

socialized into a particular community, one must learn to talk the talk 

Once one is socialized into a community, however, the question of how words should be 

defined is more a matter of negotiation and persuasion. For example, the faculty members of a 

new department might need to define what counts as a "scholarly publication" for the purposes 

of annually reviewing the achievements of each faculty member. Obviously, the department 

would want to achieve clarity in such a defmition so that all faculty members would know what 

counts (denotative conformity) since scholarly publication is highly valued (connotative 

predictability). Through persuasion and negotiation, the department would identify what faculty 

members agreed were the most important attributes that should define the category, such as peer 

review and respected academic publishers. In such a case, the democratic norms of faculty 



0 governance would be invoked since all faculty members would be recognized as authorized 

members of the language community. 

Deciding who the appropriate authority should be in the practice of defmition would vary 

fiom language community to language community. In the legal arena, the Supreme Court is tbe 

ultimate authority for defining what the words of the U.S. Constitution mean. In terms of 

deciding the definitions that appear in standard dictionaries, in a sense everyone is an appropriate 

authority because dictionaries are supposed to reflect what the most common uses of a word are. 

I would suggest two ways to think about who the appropriate authority for defining 

should be. Ideally, all members of a specific language community share a stake in definitions. 

The best way to achieve denotative conformity and connotative predictability is to try to define 

terms as they are understood by all, or as many as possible, members of that community. Thus, 

just as in the case of dictionary definitions, the best way to foster the social goals of definition is 

through a "democratic" process that reflects the shared purposes of all members of that language 

community. 

In cases where a "democratic7' approach is not practical, such as a highly contested area 

of the law, definitional authority may have to be highly centralized. However, when such a 

circumstance obtains, the other criteria I have identified become all the more important. For 

example, if a group of faculty in a new department could not come to an agreement about how to 

define "scholarly publication," it could become necessary for a college dean to stipulate how 

scholarly publication will be defined for the purposes of reviewing faculty achievement. If that 

were to happen, it would be crucially important that the Dean meet the other criteria I have 

identified, including clarity and sharedpulpose. If the faculty members did not understand how 

the Dean defined scholarly publication, the group would risk not achieving their collective goals. 



0 An individual faculty member might publish in an online, non-peer-reviewed journal, for 

example, then be outraged to learn after the fact that such an action does not "count" as scholarly 

publication. 

In other words, regardless of who has the power to define, all members of a language 

community must be "empowered" with a clear understanding of the salient definitions of their 

community. Otherwise, the whole point of defining (denotative conformity and connotative 

predictability) is Iost. 

Feedback: An important part of how any word is learned is through the process of 

feedback. For example, small children will make mistakes of overextension (using a word too 

broadly, as in calling all round objects "balls") and underextension (not recognizing a green 

apple as an "apple"). It is only through a process of feedback that language-learners have their 

use of categories "corrected" by more experienced language-users. The process of correction 

may be one-way, as in a teacher-student relationship, or it may be a process of mutual feedback 

among members of a language community, such as when they work together to refine a coding 

system to improve their level of inter-rater reliability. Regardless of the language community, 

the desired end is a high degree of denotative conformity and connotative predictability, and a 

primary means of reaching that end is feedback aimed at improving a community's 

understanding of rules of the form "X counts as a Y in context C." Without such shared 

widerstanding, the coordinated management of meaning is impossible. 

II. Analysis of the Definitions provided in the Guide to Termination Record Forms. 

collects information about drivers' employment histories in part 

by soliciting Termination Record Forms. The question I address is whether the definitions used 



\-I to explain the codes in the 'Work Record" section of the Termination Record Form meet the 

goal of providing "maximum possible accuracy of the information concerning the &iividual 

about whom the report relates," as required by the Fair Credit Reporting Act (15 U.S.C. 5 

My assessment of the relevant def*nal practices is informed by reviewing the 

following materials: The initial and amended complaint, copies of depositions (and supporting 

materials) involvin ban- a COPY 

of a s t e r  User Guide," a document titl-'~uide to the 

Termination Record Form," affidavits o m  the cases oq-, 

and-ffidavits o from the cases o f l l l l  

(-'? Termination Record Forms, the text of - various compilations of 
Y.2. 

statistics regarding work history forms, and a copy of the FCRA and relevant regulations. 

The focus of this section i-&de to the Termination Record Form 

(hereafter GTRF) because this guide "includes the definitions of codes and terms used in the 

current version Termination Record Form for CDL drivers" (p. I). This is the only 

document I found that explicitly attempts to define the key terms used in the Termination Record 

Form; indeed, the Guide encourages readers to "Use this guide to interpret any term in which 

[sic] you are unsure of the meaning" (p. 1). Plaintiff identifies seventeen phrases or categories 

that are problematic; 3 examine each in turn. 

"Company Policy Violation." This phrase is defined as code 935 in the GTRF in the 

follow$g manne'r: "b&r holated company policies andor procedures. Use this code only if 

the other selections in this section do not indicate the company policy violated." It is worth 


































