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In my last article, I recommended that you and others in 
your organization strike the filler word “like” from your 
communications. Examples: “So we were, like, ‘Why 
would we do that?’” “She was, like, ‘Let’s go for it.’”

Such phrasing is what we call approximate language. You 
almost say what you mean, but not quite. Your audience 
may understand most of what you said, but it’s better if you 
speak with clarity.
“Sort of” is another filler that has become popular not only in 
casual speech but in the professional world. It’s unnecessary 
fog in our messages.
Example: Journalists report that news outlets sort of agreed 
to collaborate on an investigation.
Problems: If sources have agreed on something, tell us 
they did. If not, don’t say it happened. Gather the facts, then 
talk about it.
Example: Political analysts reflect on how senators reacted 
to the sort of public outcry against pesticides in parks.
Problems: Was there a public outcry or not? We can’t know 
on the basis of this statement. Did one or two individuals 
stir up some dust, or are the pesticides actually upsetting a 
large number of park users? Why include imprecise wording 
that gives so much room to wondering? If it was a public 
outcry, don’t say “sort of.” If it was sort of an outcry, say: A 
few people questioned the use of pesticides.
Example: “Our nonprofit was sort of organized to help 
people achieve healthy lifestyles. There’s a sort of lethargy 
that keeps people from exercising.”
Problems: This careless style has become more typical 
every year for the past 10 years. The speaker probably meant 
nothing by the fillers. So, don’t say it!
While you’re at it, get rid of other fillers – such words 
and phrases as “to be honest,” “actually,” “basically,” and 
“literally.” What you say should be honest, actual, and basic, 
so these words just add extra verbiage, noise, and confusion. 
And most of what you say will be literal. If it’s not literal, it 

will be obvious to your audience (“I was in heaven” is clearly 
figurative rather than literal. “I was literally in heaven” is 
absurd and untrue.)
Approximate language is widespread. It fills our air. 
Journalists even include filler words when quoting people, 
rather than filtering out the fill and using indirect quotes 
(i.e., without quotation marks) instead. That’s probably 
because journalists don’t have time to verify what the filler 
words mean or don’t mean.
It’s amazing how lazy and inexact public communications 
have become. Say no to fillers that keep your words from 
ringing clear as a bell. 
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“It’s unnecessary fog in 
our messages.”
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