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" Executive Summary

The purpose of definitions is to provide precise, accurate meanings to a word or phrase.
Good definitional 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
used by that community.

The following phrases and definitions used in{il§Termination Record Form and
uide to the Termination Record Form were analyzed: “company policy

” “unsatisfactory safety record,” “excessive complaints,” “cargo loss,”
“equipment loss,” “quit/dismissed during training/orientation/probation,” “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 of the 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 II provides an analysis of the definitions

provided in the Guide to Termination Record Forms distributed by—

Section III provides an overall assessment of the definitional issues.

1. 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 “classification”)? What is the purpose of definition?

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

What is a definition?

Since definition 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
X is (a kind of) class name that has such-and-such attributes. 1 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



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 dictionary 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 scignce that
develop their own special uses for words. Indeed, any time an 1dentifiable group of people share
a common set of experiences, they can be described as a language community that developsa .
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 “mouse” simply declared it to be so, and now everyone knows what we are talking




















































































