NECESSARY BUZZWORDS?
Just recently a UK House of Commons select committee waded into the newly-created DIUS (Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills), accusing its members of using excessive jargon. The committee singled out phrases like challenging growth trajectory, overarching strategy, driving up quality, and the use of customer and brand. MPs on the committee also castigated sloppy, pretentious and/or evasive usage, an example being true insights into needs and requirements. If not ‘true’, what sort of insights did the departmental experts have previously, wondered the scrutineers. But this sort of language – slightly overstated, modish, technical-looking – would raise few eyebrows in the corporate sector. It’s true, as attested by a number of surveys in the mid-noughties, that lower echelons often resent the use of jargon and buzzwords by superiors, perceiving that this type of discourse can be used to mask ignorance, to exclude outsiders and to reinforce one’s own power, but should we automatically disapprove? A new variety of language has indeed evolved, a lexicon employed across a number of professions, but which can still seem alien to those not directly involved in commercial transactions, decision-making, or managing technical innovation. I’ve carried out my own quite unscientific survey to identify the words and expressions in question, those that linguists would say have ‘salience’ or special resonance. These of course vary over time, but among current favourites are grow and harvest, embed, engage and engaged, migrate, power as a verb, resiliency, drilldown, deployment, favoured combinations include roll out and roll back,  flow(ing) back, but also the more specific inappropriate innovation, key differentiators, domain skills and imposed downtime.
Disapprovers need to realise that specialist language isn’t merely descriptive, it’s about credibility, about bonding and belonging, about brevity and novelty, as much as about bamboozling or intimidating. Knowing how to deploy (I like the word) this vocabulary marks you out as a member of what theorists call a community of practice; a group of people who work together or share common professional aims. I don’t advocate clichés – if I see array or hear roadmap one more time, I’ll probably scream - but come on, let’s get buy-in from all stakeholders, embed a culture of lexical innovation and maximise linguistic functionality.
Ever since that symbolic moment when British Rail stopped referring to passengers and substituted the word customers, the language of commerce, the free market and consumerism has been infiltrating the UK public sector. For the generation who have come of age only recently, this probably doesn’t matter: they will refer to sourcing a leisure solution rather than ‘booking a holiday’, and talk about empowering themselves as stakeholders or leveraging their cvs without irony. Babyboomers, however, see it differently. Persistent grumbling on newspaper letter-pages and radio phone-ins about the crossing-over of private-sector jargon, bolstered by the agitations of the Plain English Campaign, culminated earlier this year in the Local Government Association’s attempts to identify 200 expressions which they want to ban.
There are some doubtful formulations on their list: coterminous engagement and predictors of beaconicity are ponderous or pretentious; blue-sky thinking and going forward are undoubtedly clichés. But as so often the zealots have got it wrong, including words that seem to me to be blameless – initiative, vision, holistic, streamlined, welcome and wellbeing – and words that express essential working priorities, like customer itself, dialogue, robust, benchmark, synergy and transparency. (At the time one member of the public commented in an online posting: ‘It's going to be hard to embed this into the local government culture without a holistic, integrated strategy that is both transparent yet robust!’)
Everyone rightly deplores terminology that is intentionally baffling or misleading, or used to intimidate outsiders, and some of the terms on the published lists could fit these categories. But isn’t there something deeply patronising about reducing the communications between public servants and the public to a simplistic, banal lowest common denominator? The average tabloid buyer is said to having a reading age of only nine, but does that mean that all communication has to be pitched at her or him? Jargon is not only the language of bullying and bluster, it encompasses the language of innovation, the semi-technical vocabulary of the professions, the necessarily precise and formal style of official and legal pronouncements.
Linguists have their own jargon, of course, and refer to attempts to purge the mother tongue as prescriptivism and verbal or linguistic hygiene. I think we should let our vocabulary run where it will and not dismiss the professional discourse of late modernity (as cultural theorists have it), not try to ban it. Instead - to use one of the LGA’s least favourite terms – engage with it! 
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