Definitions/Extended Definitions

Writing definitions

When you write academic essays or reports you will often need to define key words and concepts.  You are most likely to write definitions when you introduce the word or concept. In your writing you will probably need to write both formal definitions and extended definitions.

A formal definition is a short, complete definition of a concrete word or concept. Here is an example of a formal definition:


Market capitalization is the value of a company calculated by multiplying the number of its issued shares by their market price.  (Oxford Dictionary of Business English)

We normally write formal definitions like this:

	Term
	Verb
	Class
	Details/Features

	Market capitalization
	is
	The value of a company 
	calculated by multiplying the number of its issued shares by their market value.


Here is another way of writing a formal definition:

	Class
	Details/Features
	Verb
	Term

	The value of a company
	calculated by multiplying the number of its issued shares by their market price
	is called
	market capitalization


You will sometimes find that the concept you wish to define is so complex or abstract that it is impossible to define it satisfactorily in a simple sentence. In these cases, you will need to write a detailed extended definition. There are a number of techniques that you can use when planning and drafting a paragraph of extended definition. These are some of the techniques you can use to support your definition:

	

identify distinguishing characteristics
give examples


Extended Definition


provide extra facts/information
say what cannot be included in this definition




A
Below is an extract from the World Bank’s definition of corruption
. This is an example of an extended definition.  As you read it, look for the techniques used to write and extended definition.


The term corruption covers a broad range of human actions.  To understand its effect on an economy or a political system, it helps to unbundle the term by identifying specific types of activities or transactions that might fall within it.  In considering its strategy the Bank sought a usable definition of corruption and then developed a taxonomy of the different forms corruption could take consistent with that definition.  We settled on a straightforward definition—the abuse of public office for private gain.  Public office is abused for private gain when an official accepts, solicits, or extorts a bribe. It is also abused when private agents actively offer bribes to circumvent public policies and processes for competitive advantage and profit. Public office can also be abused for personal benefit even if no bribery occurs, through patronage and nepotism, the theft of state assets, or the diversion of state revenues.  This definition is both simple and sufficiently broad to cover most of the corruption that the Bank encounters, and it is widely used in the literature.  Bribery occurs in the private sector, but bribery in the public sector, offered or extracted, should be the Bank’s main concern, since the Bank lends primarily to governments and supports government policies, programs, and projects.
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