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A Few Good Words – Understanding Connotation
Deliver accurate, tough messages without offending readers
By Sally F. Cutler

Y
ou’ve just left the closing meeting for an audit 
of the Human Resources (HR) department. The 
meeting was more contentious than you expected 
it to be. The VP of HR seemed guarded and 

almost hostile as you discussed the audit findings in the 
draft report. This puzzled you, as you felt the findings were 
moderately significant and could be readily addressed.

You were able to narrow down the source of the contention 
to a few sentences in the report:

Management failed to utilize existing system capabilities 
to protect employee-credential data from inappropriate 
and unlawful access. As a result, critical data, including 
professional certifications, could have been altered 
without detection, although we found no such 
alterations during our testing. HR management seemed 
unaware of how to use the system capabilities, including 
encryption, to protect the data, and had not reached out 
to the Admin Technology Support group for assistance.

You’re wondering just what part of this factual explanation is 
causing the problem.

This column discusses the subtleties of connotation. It 
defines connotation and discusses how connotations vary 
from person to person and are influenced by the context in 
which words are used. It also suggests ways to gauge the 
impact of connotation on your writing.

Connotation defined
Words have both denotation and connotation. Denotation 
is the meaning of the word; connotation is what the word 
implies. That is, connotation is the subtle shading or 
emotional message conveyed by the word.

Many words have synonyms—words with identical or nearly 
identical denotations—yet the language retains synonyms 
because their varying connotations add something to the 
meaning. Consider these words: angry, irate, furious. They 
are synonyms, yet each has a different connotation; each 
paints a different picture of a person feeling angry (or irate 
or furious).

Angry, irate and furious are examples of words with strong 
connotations. Not all words have such strong connotations. 
For example, the articles the, a and an have completely 
neutral connotations, as do most of the prepositions (words 
like with, by, for and so forth). However, most nouns, verbs, 
adjectives and adverbs have some degree of connotation.

In simplest terms, we can define connotations on a range of 
negative to positive; however, the range of connotation can 
be more subtle. Consider the words gusty, windy and breezy. 
Their denotations, while not identical, overlap. However, 
the connotation range of these words is not as simple as 
negative to positive. Rather, it is a range of unpleasant to 
pleasant or a range of intolerable to tolerable.

Connotation applies not only to individual words but also to 
phrases.

Consider these words in isolation from each other: world 
and revolves. We might construct a sentence that reads, “Our 
world revolves around the sun.” This simple statement of fact 
conveys little or no negative connotation. But now construct 
this sentence, “He acts as if the world revolves around him.” 
The phrase “world revolves around him” is one we’ve heard 
before—and the connotation is extremely negative. The 
connotation of the phrase differs from the connotations of 
the individual words.
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You might conduct this experiment with a group of 
10 or so friends or colleagues. Ask them to rank-order 
these words from the most negative to the most 
positive: annoyed, irate, angry, upset, mad.

Remind them not to focus on what the words 
mean but on how the words make them feel. You’ll 
doubtless find that the rankings differ, and there is 
no right answer. The more diverse your 
group is—by where they grew up, their 
ethnicities and their ages—the more 
variation you are likely to find.

Person-to-person and context-to-context variations
And now we encounter the true challenge of understanding 
connotation, namely, that connotations vary from person to 
person and from context to context. Everyone reading the 
word may know its denotation, but these variations affect 
the meaning that each reader takes away.

Person-to-person variations
Connotations vary from person to person. Why this would 
be so is plain: we learn connotation as we are exposed to 
words. For our native language, our exposure begins in 
childhood, is embedded in the culture of our upbringing 
and continues through our early schooling.

We learn connotation when we hear words used in various 
ways and by various people. There’s no arguing outright 
denotation, but how each of us experiences words is what 
drives connotation. This, in turn, affects how each of us 
interprets the full meaning of a word.

Connotational variations are often vividly demonstrated 
in a mixed group of native and non-native users of a 
language. A non-native user may write, “I want to argue 
with you about the issue you raised at the meeting” when 
he or she is not really spoiling for a fight but just wants to 
discuss the issue.

Even users of different variants of English demonstrate 
varying connotations. For example, a British-English user 
may write, “The internal audit department has a scheme for 
rapidly closing audit issues.” An American-English user reading 

that sentence may not understand that in British English a 
“scheme” has no connotation of deceit; it has a British-English 
connotation equivalent to that of the word “plan.”

Context-to-context variations
In addition to person-to-person variations, connotations 
vary depending on the context in which words are used. 
That is, words may become more negative or less negative 
in specialized contexts. Thus, the connotation provided 
by the context contributes significantly to the intended 
meaning.

Note how the connotation of the word failure varies based 
on these contexts:

 • Failure in a personal context (extremely negative): He was 
a failure in his family life.

 • Failure in an internal audit context (negative): Failure 
to regularly update the data could lead to delays in 
responding to information requests.

 • Failure in an engineering context (less negative): The 
paint is subject to adhesion failure unless the wall is 
properly prepared.

We are not talking here about jargon or specialized 
technical terms. (Certainly, writers using jargon or 
specialized technical terms may create confusion when 
readers don’t know the denotation of the jargon or 
the term.) Connotational differences based on context 
are more subtle. Even when everyone knows the 
denotation, varying contextual connotations can create 
misunderstanding. Furthermore, these variations can be 
difficult to identify, making it harder to reach agreement 
about how an idea is expressed.

Ways to gauge the impact of connotation
Let’s return to that HR audit closing meeting. The sentences 
that seemed to cause the contention are loaded with 
opportunities for misunderstandings based on varying 
connotations.

Here are the sentences deconstructed, with notes about 
what meanings might have been taken from them by you 
(as the auditor) and by the VP of HR.

The lesson is that writers need to imagine themselves in the reader’s place.

Fall 2013 Association of Healthcare Internal Auditors New Perspectives  29

A Few Good WordsReport Writing



Management failed to utilize existing system capabilities…

 • Your intended meaning: The system capabilities could 
have been used.

 • The meaning that the VP of HR takes away: We failed.

…to protect employee-credential data from inappropriate and 
unlawful access.

 • Your intended meaning: There’s a risk that data could 
have been accessed by people who shouldn’t have 
accessed it, and this could have caused legal issues.

 • The meaning that the VP of HR takes away: We broke the 
law.

As a result, critical data, including professional certifications, 
could have been altered without detection, although we found 
no such alterations during our testing.

 • Your intended meaning: We think there’s a potential risk, 
but we don’t think anything actually happened.

 • The meaning that the VP of HR takes away: It’s critical, 
so it’s really bad. And nobody—not HR and not the 
auditors—even knows if it has actually happened. The 
auditors think we’re incompetent.

HR management seemed unaware of how to use the system 
capabilities, including encryption, to protect the data and had 
not reached out to the Admin Technology Support group for 
assistance.

 • Your intended meaning: We wouldn’t expect HR to 
know how to use these capabilities, but HR should have 
communicated better with Technology.

 • The meaning that the VP of HR takes away: Yup, the 
auditors think we’re incompetent. They also think we’re 
ignorant, and they think we’re not team players.

The lesson is that writers need to use their imaginations: they 
need to imagine themselves in the reader’s place. They need to 
try to see the receiving end of the writing in the context of the 
reader, to see not only the denotation of the words but also 
the way personal sensibilities and context alter connotation.

In practical terms, you should be alert to this when you 
get a response or a reaction that does not align with your 

intended meaning. Try to identify what is prompting the 
reaction. For example, you might ask, “Is there a word or 
phrase here that is troublesome to you?” Be prepared to 
listen without trying to explain, and be prepared to be 
surprised.

Because of person-to-person and context-to-context 
variations, you may not have anticipated the connotational 
differences. Be particularly alert in multi-lingual 
environments, where connotational variations are common.

Using connotation to build bridges
You’ve revised the sentences that were in that draft report. 
They still say what you mean—they do not soft-peddle the 
finding—but you’ve shifted the connotations so that the VP 
of HR does not take away the overly negative meaning she 
found in the original draft. Here’s how those sentences go 
now:

Existing system capabilities were not used to protect 
employee-credential data from inappropriate access, 
which could lead to legal issues. As a result, a risk existed 
that data such as professional certifications could 
have been altered, and the alterations would have 
been difficult to detect. We found no such alterations, 
however, and believe that such alterations likely have 
not occurred. HR management is not expected to 
be aware of how to use system capabilities such as 
encryption, but HR should be proactive in engaging the 
Admin Technology Support group for assistance.

You see that you can still deliver accurate, even tough, 
messages, and you plan to put more time into draft reports 
to ensure that you are attending to how connotation 
contributes to meaning. NP
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