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Foreword


“This dictionary easily ranks as one of the greatest single achievements of scholarship, and probably the greatest ever performed by one individual who laboured under anything like the disadvantages in a comparable length of time.” (Walter Jackson Bate)


No, not this one in your hand, but rather the one compiled by the dyspeptic poet, essayist and all-round Enlightenment man, Dr Samuel Johnson.


That one was written primarily to settle the use and spelling of English at a time when more and more of the population needed to know the agreed definitions of meaning, usage and spelling. And it was at least partly funded by printers who had real need of knowing the correct way to spell, for example, the word dictionary and understanding what it meant.


Johnson went about his task by using “custom” as the equivalent of legal precedent to set the standard on all these dimensions.


“The rules of stile, like those of law, arise from precedents often repeated, collect the testimonies of both sides, and endeavour to discover and promulgate the decrees of custom, who has so long possessed whether by right or by usurpation, the sovereignty of words,”he explained.


This dictionary has a very different purpose: it collects our terribly loose custom in a catechism of cliché and an encomium of euphemism not merely to describe our dire contortions of the language and logic but to condemn them and shame us from using them.


Too often we simply glue words and ideas together and – pleased by the familiar ring of them – attach them to some more loosely related ones. George Orwell pointed out in Politics and the English Language that too much of our prose is like this:


“Prose consists less and less of words chosen for the sake of their meaning, and more and more of phrases tacked together like the sections of a prefabricated hen-house.”


All of which might make you think this book sounds like a terrible old bore but like all of Kevin’s writing it’s actually incredible fun. I keep dipping into the copy I’ve got as a kind of anti-thesaurus (no, you can’t use that phrase). It’s sharp, tight and all too true.


So here’s my proposal.


Buy one of these for a businessperson in your life and challenge them not to use any of the words and phrases in Duncan’s Dictionary.


In fact, why don’t you buy several? The more the... (Ed. is that allowed?)


Do it and we might start to speak more clearly in business, and in doing so, think more clearly.


Which would be an excellent thing all round.


Mark Earls, author of Herd and I’ll Have What She’s Having




Aa


ABC, easy as: 1. A complete doddle; something you could do in kindergarten. 2. A task only suitable for total idiots, which probably says more about the person being asked to do the job than they would care to admit; piss-easy; pride before a fall, as in “This is easy as ABC Derek”, shortly before realizing that it is in truth quite complicated. (see Art form, got it down to an; Cooking on gas; Falling off a log)


ABC session: 1. Meeting in which all staff are graded in their absence. 2. Management immediately uses findings of said session to instigate a ruthless cull; superb opportunity to display flagrant nepotism and favouritism. (see Axe, face the; Destaff; Headcount; LIFO; Phone list, go down the; Powwow)


A-Z: 1. Fully comprehensive; covering absolutely everything. 2. We can’t decide which bit to concentrate on, so we’re asking you to do everything before we decide; not comprehensive at all, but claiming to be so for marketing purposes; starting at A, but petering out horribly after E and F. (see Chapter and verse; Full Monty, the; Zee, we’ve covered everything from A to)


Above and beyond: 1. More than was originally asked for. 2. Totally unnecessary over-delivery fuelled by rampant ambition and sucking up to the boss – guaranteed to annoy all colleagues; plaintive mantra of Terylene-wearing Sales Directors from Land’s End to John o’ Groats, as in “Come on guys, we need to go above and beyond in this sales period!” (see Quarter, one, two, three, four; Team, take one for the)


Above board: 1. Correct, proper or legal. 2. This is a bit dodgy but we need to create the semblance of being whiter than white otherwise we’ll be fired; barely legal; just about okay; marginal. (see Cook the books; Fiscal juggling)


Absolutely: 1. Totally or completely. 2. Maybe, actually probably not; I’ve just added an authoritative-sounding adverb to reassure you, but I’m none the wiser frankly; not in the slightest; it’s never going to happen. (see At the end of the day; Basically; Frankly; Literally)


Accelerator, take one’s foot off the: 1. Lose energy and enthusiasm for a project or initiative. 2. Decide you can’t be arsed because the whole thing’s pointless; one of many automotive analogies that makes wishy-washy male executives feel particularly virile; suggestion of speed and power, but in reality slowing down; much-loved rallying cry for oppressed managers, as in “Guys, we mustn’t take our foot off the accelerator on this one.”


Access to information: 1. Ability to see what a department or company is up to. 2. You can’t have access; “Restricted Access”, otherwise known as none at all; a cover up; a sham; don’t ever let this get out or else we’re all doomed. (see Need to know basis)


Accountable, accountability: 1. We are truthful and reliable, and our numbers really do add up if you check them. 2. We will never be held accountable, because we have set up impenetrable and arcane structures so you can’t get us; we have absolutely no accountability; we don’t trade in this country at all – it’s all based overseas, but we’re not telling you where. (see Buck stops here, the)


Achieve learning outcomes: 1. Get something done based on sensible information. 2. Set woefully low standards and repeatedly fail to live up to them, despite plenty of warning signs. (see Fall short)


Achilles heel: 1. Back of the ankle (anatomical). 2. Fatal flaw suddenly exposed through fundamental incompetence, especially of those who lied on their CV. (see CV)


Acid test: 1. A rigorous test of authenticity, from the testing of gold with nitric acid. 2. Nasty moment when it becomes apparent that it’s simply not going to work; time to retire hastily to the pub to lick wounds and have a re-think; conclusive proof that it’s a shambles; irrefutable evidence of incompetence. (see Blue touch paper, light the; Proof of concept)


Across the board, right: 1. Everywhere. 2. Sweeping implementation that will give everyone an unexpected surprise; complete closure of company; meltdown; Armageddon; comprehensively wrong everywhere; not everywhere actually, just at head office in Aldershot. (see Niche, carve out a, market ______; Pan-global, -European; Swingeing cuts)


Act, getting our ______ together: 1. Being competent. 2. We are not competent and we’re about to be found out. (see Ducks in a row, get our)


Action (vb.), actioned, actioning: 1. Taking action. 2. Taking no action at all; ignoring completely; delegating by email in order to avoid; idling; going to the pub; taking the day off; skiving; buying an extra jacket and hanging it over your chair so that people think you are in the office; blocking; obstructing; making niggardly changes to a draft so that it has to be done again. (see Goal-oriented; -driven; Outcomes, negative, positive; Outputs)


Action list: 1. A list of things to do. 2. A bird’s nest of jumbled notes shoved into a drawer. (see Snake’s honeymoon)


Activation: 1. Making something happen. 2. Pretending to make something happen, but not really doing much.


Activity, lack of, planned: 1. Planning or doing stuff. 2. Not planning or doing stuff; cleverly creating the appearance of activity when nothing much is really happening; calling a meeting to avoid having to do any proper work.


Acumen, commercial: 1. Smart business intelligence. 2. Judgment utterly warped by the filthy lucre; blind obsession with cash; money at all costs; an eye for a dollar; quality much prized in Finance Directors, who then spend all their time generating impenetrable spreadsheets that no one can fathom.


Adhocracy: 1. Management that reacts to urgent problems rather than planning to avoid them. 2. Company in which everything is done on the hoof as a matter of course; most companies. (see Pants, fly by the seat of our; SNAFU)


Administrivia: 1. Trivial administration. 2. Civil servant job description. (see Bread and butter; Bureaucracy; Jobsworth; Panjandrum; Process; Target manager; Timesheets)


Advisorial: 1. Relating to advice. 2. Fabricated Americanism alluding to taking advice; a euphemism for a direct order; word to the wise; side remark that is more weighty than what is being said in the main body of the meeting. (see FAQs; Hints and tips; Practical advice; Shell-like, a word in your)


Agenda, hidden: 1. Meeting plan, concealed. 2. Devious intention to hijack or derail intended topic of meeting; scheme to ignore topic altogether, or table a completely new one; murder plot, Ides of March style; plan for coup d’état, usually of Managing Director or Chief Executive. (see Agenda, own the, set the)


Agenda, own the, set the: 1. A list of items to be discussed. 2. A list of items you had no idea existed; swathes of material for which you have done no preparation at all; topics deliberately kept secret from you to retard your career progress. (see Agenda, hidden)


Aha moment: 1. Moment of realization or sudden understanding. 2. Fanciful notion that someone will see your amazing product or presentation and shout out loud “Aha! Finally I get it! Thank you so much for enlightening me!” (see Enlighten me; FMF; Light bulb experience)


Aims: 1. Intentions or purpose. 2. Hopelessly unachievable targets that will never be met; comprehensive fiction invented at the beginning of every financial year. (see BHAG; Fiscal juggling; Objectives;Target, hit the ______, miss the point, miss the ______ left right and centre, moving)


Air cover: 1. Protection from above to allow “the troops” to get on with their work. 2. Total absence of management, whose main role seems to be to go on holiday precisely when any important issue needs to be addressed. (see Empower; Enablement; Forces of darkness, deploy the; Piggyback; Shit hits the fan, when the)


Alarm bells, set the ______ ringing: 1. Trigger warning system because there is a fire. 2. Cause total panic amongst colleagues by doing something distinctly unnerving, such as wearing trainers with suits, reaching inside a room from the corridor when a meeting is in session and turning the light switch repeatedly on and off for five minutes, or insisting on being called Colin when your real name is Samantha. (see AWOL, go; Ballistic, go; Box of frogs, mad as a; Bundle, one stick short of a; Gene pool, swimming in the shallow end of the; Mid-life crisis; Moon, barking at the, over the, through the; Picnic, one sandwich short of a; Plot, lose the; Pram, to throw one’s toys out of the; Radar, off; Rails, gone off the)


Albatross around our necks: 1. A burden. 2. Poorly-informed bastardization of Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner metaphor, without any particular knowledge of the origin or context.


Align, aligned: 1. In line with. 2. Categorically not in line with; unaligned; nowhere near agreeing; not interested; in desperate need of a complete rebrief. (see FIFO (2); Hymn sheet, singing from the same; Realignment)


All over bar the shouting: 1. Finished, unless something truly unexpected happens at the very last minute. 2. This was dead in the water years ago; it always was a non-starter; misguided from the outset; doomed. (see Fat lady, it’s not over till the ______ sings; Horse, flogging a dead)


All-singing, all-dancing: 1. The full works, with no expense spared, particularly with regard to presentation. 2. Much fanfare with precious little content. (see Bells and whistles; Hype; Pull out all the stops; Push the boat out)


All staff memo: 1. Announcement to the whole company. 2. Momentous announcement for three possible reasons: 1) Most of you are fired. 2) We’ve gone bust. 3) Just to let you know that you may spot in the papers tomorrow that the board have awarded themselves a massive pay rise when none of you have got one – this is because we have hit the targets we set for ourselves and you haven’t.


Always on: 1. Paying attention at every moment of the day. 2. Intensely annoying to colleagues and family due to total inability to relax or generate any form of work-life balance. (see Amber as red, treat every; Constantly striving; Expectations, exceeding; Mission statement; Sun, the ______ never sets at; Passion, passionate; 24/7/365; Work-life balance)


Am I right, or am I right?: 1. I’m right. 2. I’m right and I’m in charge, so do what you’re bloody well told or you’ll be fired. (see Dejob; Follow, do you)


Ambassador, brand;team: 1. A person who represents the cause in an appropriate way. 2. C-list celebrity signed up at great expense who will probably disgrace the company when found face down in a pole dancer’s lap after a night of drunken debauchery.


Amber as red, treat every: 1. Be on permanent alert, even if nothing is urgent or critical. 2. Panic every working moment; generate paranoia amongst all colleagues; fret unnecessarily; mainline on coffee and hard drugs to stumble through; lose wife and family due to permanent obsession with trivial work matters. (see Always on; 24/7/365)


Ambition, ambitious: 1. Intent on making progress. 2. Prepared to kill women, children and colleagues in order to secure promotion; ruthlessly selfish. (see Driven)


Ambulance chasing: 1. Following emergency services in the hope of picking up business (insurance industry). 2. Frantic and merciless pursuit of any business at any cost. (see Bottom feeding; Scraping the barrel)


Analysis, paralysis by, in the final: 1. Incapable of taking action due to being overwhelmed by too much data. 2. Too dim to understand basic numbers. (see Brain dump; Crunch the numbers; Data dump)


Anonymise: 1. Make anonymous. 2. Don’t tell a soul I did this or I’ll get the boot. (see Team, take one for the)


Another day another dollar : 1. I earned some money yesterday and I intend to do the same thing again today. 2. I am obsessed with making money and will do anything to get it, including parroting trite aphorisms like “Another day another dollar”.


APAC: 1. Shorthand for Asia Pacific region. 2. Job title offering the broad excuse to fly round the Far East hurling abuse at the locals and surreptitiously shagging diminutive hookers and/or ladyboys. (see EMEA)


Apples with apples, not comparing: 1. These two data sets cannot be compared. 2. I am totally baffled; my brain is too small to compare two slightly different things without melting down; I am dim and blinkered; unless it’s blindingly obvious I simply won’t get it; please don’t show me any facts because I’ll just apply the same bias I always have anyway. (see Merger; Mix, the right, the wrong)


Apple cart, don’t upset the: 1. Don’t make a fuss. 2. The Chairman is always right, even when he is wrong. (see Natural order of things, don’t upset the)


Appraisal, one degree: 1. An authoritative one-dimensional view of a subordinate. 2. Utterly prejudiced view that flies in the face of all prevailing opinion; one-eyed bias. (see Appraisal, 360 degree; Riot act, read the)


Appraisal, 360 degree: 1. Appraisal in which everyone with whom you work is consulted, regardless of status. 2. Annoying, touchy-feely modern HR development in which the tea lady has a say about whether you get a pay rise or not; fertile opportunity for colleagues to shaft you completely, whilst hiding behind the veil of anonymity; erratic and inconsistent scoring system which seems to have no pattern from one review to another; confused even further by having a different appraiser every time; pointless, ill-informed chat with so-called line manager who doesn’t give a shit. (see Appraisal, one degree; Line manager; Performance review; Shafted down the river, yourself)


Architecture, brand ______, business ______: 1. The component parts of a brand or business. 2. Classic wank word to suggest that the brand or business has solid foundations. (see Foundations, lay the, firm, shaky; Overarching; Positioning)


Armageddon plan: 1. Crisis management plan. 2. Daily occurrence; permanent panic mode; firefighting; tail chasing; chaos. (see Doomsday scenario; Efficiency drive; Scenario, best-case, nightmare, worst-case; Scorched earth policy; SNAFU)


Arse about face, you’ve got that: 1. The wrong way round. 2. Hopelessly inappropriate; so bad that it is effectively the opposite of what is needed to do the job; completely off brief; useless (item or person).


Arse covering: 1. Protecting one’s position or job. 2. All-pervasive frame of mind in which the perpetrator can never admit that it was their fault;generating a massive email trail proving that everyone else is responsible, but not me; enormous dossier of evidence that verifies beyond a shred of doubt that the client is in the wrong, because I am perfect; sole activity of control freaks who don’t care what they work on, so long as they are always right. (see BCC; Call report; CC; Control freak; FYI)


Arse in alligators, up to my: 1. In danger of being eaten by an aggressive crocodilian; very busy; in a spot of bother. 2. About to be fired, or carried away by a team of medics in white coats; not coping at all; stacking lie upon lie to get out of a metaphorical hole that is only getting bigger by the minute; seconds away from defenestrating a colleague, or oneself; seriously considering self-immolation. (see Defenestrate, defenestration; Full-on; Postal, go)


Arse, up your own: 1. Self-obsessed and usually spouting nonsense. 2. Utterly unbearable; insufferable; effectively impossible to work with, as in “He was so far up his arse they could have shared a hat”. (see Loose cannon)


Art form, got it down to an: 1. Mastered a successful formula that can be repeated again and again. 2. Taken a series of crass shortcuts to knock something up in as quick a time as possible so we can all go to the pub; skimmed it; mapped out a simplistic framework that will just about do; plagiarized someone else’s method and passed it off as our own; stole intellectual copyright lock, stock and barrel, whilst claiming barefaced that it was all your work. (see ABC, easy as; Cooking on gas; Falling off a log)


ASAP: 1. As soon as possible. 2. Now; yesterday; actually any time you like, I’m just trying to make it sound as though everything is vitally urgent when it isn’t really, which makes me feel important and gives me wood. (see ETA; PDQ)


Ask, big: 1. A substantial request, usually involving a lot of work or onerous responsibility. 2. Impossible task dressed up as a flattering and significant thing to do; a project that genuinely cannot be completed in time or for the budget; a pup; an instruction that will almost certainly lead to termination of employment. (see Hospital pass; Opportunity; Poisoned chalice; Team, take one for the)


Asking a duck to bark: 1. Requesting something impossible. 2. Deliberately requesting something impossible in order to humiliate a subordinate, preferably in public; blindly refusing to accept that something cannot be done. (see Bark into the wind, up the wrong tree; Impossible, nothing is)


Aspirational: 1. Something to aspire to. 2. Vain and insubstantial; deeply unfulfilling within seconds of purchase; fleeting dopamine high followed by profound and sustained depression; addictive and yet unsatisfying; jealous yearning for someone else’s job or possessions; shallow characteristic displayed by thousands of talent show contestants; in total denial about skills and wanting something beyond one’s capability. (see Capability gap; Deeply shallow)


Asset: 1. Anything valuable or useful. 2. Anything we can flog, frankly, and quite a lot of things that we can’t; toadying descriptor of workforce often deployed by HR directors, as in “Our greatest assets walk out of the office every night – our staff!”; any cash we can get for nothing, usually filed under “goodwill” in the accounts so that shareholders can squeeze more money out of ignorant investors.


Assimilation: 1. Process of absorbing. 2. Process of ejecting, such as during mergers and takeovers when half the staff are sacked; of individuals, total failure to absorb any relevant information due to daydreaming, hangovers, or plain boredom. (see Merger; Mix, the right, the wrong; Integrate, integral, integration)


At a stroke: 1. In one go, sometimes of a pen. 2. In a horrible split second, as in “Did you hear about Darren? He was dejobbed at a stroke”. (see Dejob; One fell swoop, in)


A-team, this calls for the: 1. We urgently need our senior team on this. 2. The management has severely neglected this project and now it’s a monumental cockup so they are going to position themselves as the only people who can get us out of a hole; B, C, or D-team – we don’t actually have an A-team. (see Cavalry over the hill; Dream team; Eleventh hour, at the)


At, where I’m: 1. This is my point of view. 2. Nowhere – my brain is so small I just can’t work it out; I’ve made cock-all progress on this since I last saw you because I am too (a) busy, (b) lazy and (c) retarded to have a view. (see Coming from, where I’m)


At the end of the day: 1. When a day is finishing, somewhere between 11pm and 12pm. 2. Totally pointless beginning or ending to a sentence that adds nothing to its meaning whatsoever. (see Absolutely; Basically; End of play; Frankly; Literally; Net net; Put to bed)


At this moment in time: Now. (see At this point in time; End of play)


At this point in time: Now. (see At this moment in time; End of play)


Attention-getting: 1. Someone who gets attention, usually Sally on reception with the large Charlies. (see Attention-seeking)


Attention-seeking: 1. Someone who seeks attention, usually Sally on reception with the large Charlies. (see Attention-getting)


Aunt Sally: 1. Something set up as a target for disagreement. 2. Egregiously substandard proposal or piece of work that has no hope of doing the job, but is lobbed into the presentation anyway to make it look as though more work has been done than truly has; item included on the agenda for the sole purpose of rejecting it and humiliating your main rival for promotion. (see Agenda, hidden; Know it when I see it, I don’t know what I want but I’ll ______; Sacred Cow; Straw Man)


Authenticity: 1. Relating to anything that is authentic. 2. Totally false, such as “This product was lovingly forged in the crucible of time”; quality constantly demanded of staff in over-earnest companies. (see Passion, passionate; Provenance; Rebrand)


Autocorrect: 1. Feature that corrects spelling on computers and mobile devices. 2. Frequently annoying function that makes you say something you don’t want to; source of occasional massive faux pas such as “I can’t come out tonight, I’m cleaning my Mum’s vagina”, shortly followed by “China, I meant china!!” (regular examples of this phenomenon at damyouautocorrect.com)


Autonomy: 1. Ability to do something on your own, and without interference; complete executive authority. 2. No freedom in which to move whatsoever; constantly being monitored. (see Control freak; Micromanaging)


Autopilot: 1. Machine that can control a plane. 2. Zombie-like state prevalent first thing in the morning after the office party or a Bank Holiday; near total absence of brain activity, often witnessed on the second day of an “off-site” awayday after overshooting in the hotel bar the previous night. (see Awayday; Office party; Off-site)


Awayday: 1. A day away, usually from the office. 2. Large-scale excuse for the board or an entire department to wear ill-advised “mufti” clothes, play golf badly and eat unfeasible quantities of boiled sweets and biscuits; embarrassing escapade to an eye-wateringly expensive country retreat, accompanied by a programme of excruciating team-bonding exercises, facilitated by a ruddy-cheeked woman called Amanda. (see Autopilot; Bad idea, there’s no such thing as a; Bonding, team; Brainstorm; Executive retreat; Flip chart; Off-site; Workshop)


AWOL, go: 1. Absent Without Leave (military). 2. Nowhere to be seen, as in “Where the f**k is Dave?”; throw a sickie; not turn up; do a runner; leg it; quit the scene at once, sometimes permanently. (see Ballistic, go; Pear-shaped, it’s all gone; Plot, lose the; Postal, go; Pram, to throw one’s toys out of the; Radar, off; Rails, gone off the; Tits up, it’s all gone)


Axe, face the: 1. Be a candidate for dismissal. 2. Be summarily dismissed, despite a sham of a “consultation period”. (see ABC session; Can, carry the; Consultation period; Decruit; Dejob; Downsize; Phone list, go down the)




Bb


Back burner, we’ll have to put that on the: 1. Make that low priority from now on. 2. We announced this project in a blaze of glory but it has now become apparent that it’s doomed, so ignore it – but if anyone asks, don’t tell them we cocked it up. (see Front burner, let’s bring that onto the)


Back end architecture: 1. The design bit at the end of the project or product. 2. Desperate scrambling around at the last minute to rectify all the bugs in the project or product that were never anticipated due to lack of foresight or blatant incompetence. (see Front end)


Background noise: 1. Irrelevant static that should be ignored. 2. Vital signals that would have warned us that the whole project would be a disaster if only we hadn’t been so intent on doing it anyway because the boss insisted on it, despite all sensible advice to the contrary. (see Static; White noise)


Backlash: 1. Nasty reaction to an action. 2. Vicious witch-hunt to find someone else to blame. (see Blame culture; Witch-hunt)


Backroom: 1. The room at the back where no one ever goes. 2. The place where all the truly valuable work is done, despite the claims of the self-appointed glory boys from the sales department. (see Frontline; Jazz hands)


Back-to-back: 1. A segue between one thing and another, with no gap in between them. 2. A relentless mad scramble caused by chronic lack of organization and institutional incompetence. (see Cocks on the block; Stacked, completely; Under siege; Wall-to-wall)


Back to basics: 1. A return to first principles, also often referred to as the drawing board, or square one. 2. We massively over-elaborated this due to a mixture of hubris, over-confidence and sheer arrogance – simple would have been far better. (see Drawing board, back to the)


Backs to the wall: 1. A desperate rearguard action. 2. We could well be fired for this, mainly due to amateurish misjudgment and over-confidence. (see Cocks on the block)


Back stabbing: 1. Apportioning blame to someone when they are not present to defend themselves, or even deny that they were responsible. 2. Merciless accusation of a colleague in order to save your own skin. (see Blitz; Front stabbing; Rowing in the same boat, direction)


Bacon, bring home the: 1. Get the job done. 2. Take all the credit for a successful sale or presentation when in fact other people did all the work.


Backwards, bend over: 1. Do everything possible to help. 2. Drop all the important stuff and leave everyone else in the lurch just to brown-nose the boss. (see Brown-nosing)


Bad apple: 1. Rotten piece of fruit. 2. Poisonous member of staff with dreadful attitude. (see Draining the swamp)


Bad idea, there’s no such thing as a: 1. Say what you like – all thoughts are welcome, no matter how poor they sound. 2. We are incapable of distinguishing between a good and bad idea; most ideas are rubbish and these are no exception; we don’t care how much crap we generate in this session so long as it looks as though we are working when in fact we are just eating biscuits. (see Awayday; Brainstorm; Conceptual thinking; Idea, big; Lateral thinking; Off-site)


Baked in: 1. An intrinsic part of the whole, as in a thoroughly cooked pie or loaf of bread. 2. Tragically inane metaphor drawn from the culinary world, much loved of “digital natives” (qv.) as in “We must ensure that social media is fully baked in to the brand’s DNA”. (see Digital native; DNA)


Balanced scorecard: 1. A wider set of measurements of business performance than simply finances, invented by Harvard Business School professor Robert Kaplan in 1992. 2. Semi-useless ragbag of vague characteristics only loosely relevant to the business, most commonly used as a smokescreen to disguise inept performance; godsend for poor managers, giving the impression of a pseudoscience and thereby adding legitimacy to shocking failures in competence. (see Snake oil salesman; Vin ordinaire)


Ball, take one’s eye off the: 1. Fail to concentrate sufficiently. 2. Fail to concentrate sufficiently, for a split second or several years, resulting in dismissal; daydream; cockup. (see Decruit; Drop a ricket)


Ballbreaker: 1. Tough female executive.2. Tough female executive who revels in the ritual humiliation of male colleagues just for the sport of it; woman with “issues”; resentful divorcee; aggressive lesbian on a mission; miserable harridan without an inch of compassion. (see Control freak; Gynocracy; Nutcracker; Rottweiler)


Ballistic, go: 1. Adopt an approach relating to the flight of projectiles; become enraged or frenziedly violent. 2. Hurl objects around the office, sometimes including members of staff; go AWOL; have a paddy; embark on childish tantrum; have a fit; become incandescent with rage. (see AWOL, go; Defenestrate, defenestration; Mid-life crisis; Moon, barking at the, over the, through the; Nuclear, go; Plot, lose the; Postal, go; Pram, to throw one’s toys out of the; Radar, off; Rails, gone off the)


Ball juggling: 1. Handling several issues or projects at the same time. 2. Failing to cope on all fronts; attempting to create the impression of all-round competence but failing miserably; standing up in the middle of an open plan office and shouting “I’ve got 15 balls up in the air on this project and two of them are mine!”; surreptitiously fiddling with one’s testicles in a tiresome board meeting. (see Balls in the air, on the block, to the wall; Plate spinning; Python, wrestling with a)


Balloon has gone up, the: 1. The action has started. 2. Quick, leave the building immediately and don’t ever go back – we’ve been rumbled; sudden and fatal discovery of financial mismanagement. (see Fiscal juggling)


Ballpark figure: 1. An estimated number. 2. Comprehensive fiction; nowhere near the true amount; out to the tune of millions; flagrant lie; random guesswork. (see Cover all the bases; Zone, in the)


Balls in the air, on the block, to the wall. 1. Genitals not entirely where they should normally be. 2. Reputation in near-tatters; chances of ever working again diminishing by the second; sweating profusely on the outcome of a tribunal after a misdemeanour with Jemma from the typing pool. (see Ball juggling; Cocks on the block; Plate spinning; Python, wrestling with a; Under siege)


Banana, stabbing a seal with a: 1. Using a tropical crescent-shaped fruit to terminate the life of an aquatic mammal of the phocidae or otaridae families. 2. Hopelessly equipped for the job; using entirely the wrong tool to get something done; repeatedly using the same technique again and again hoping in vain for a different result; too dim to change tactics. (see Bark into the wind, up the wrong tree; Grasping at fog; Nailing a jelly to the wall, trying to)


Banana skin, political. 1. Issue with the power to trip someone up. 2. Terminal booby trap that leads to dismissal, either via the window or after a slow, painful death. (see Consultation period; Defenestrate; defenestration)


Bandwagon, jumping on the, negative ______, positive ______: 1. A wagon carrying a band in a parade. 2. Blindly following what everyone else is doing for no particular reason, for better or worse; joining in a craze without thought; triumphantly shouting “I am an individual!” whilst joining a million other people doing the same thing; failing to have an original thought, ever. (see Outcomes, positive, negative)


Bandwagoneering: 1. There is no correct definition for this word, because it doesn’t exist. 2. Exploiting a trend in order to make stack loads of cash out of it; agreeing with lots of other hip people in the vain hope that you will look hip too. (see Mid-life crisis)


Bandwidth, he doesn’t have the: 1. Not intelligent. 2. He’s thick as a brick; dead from the neck up; relentlessly useless at work; no help at all, in fact, a downright hindrance; 100% incompetent. (see Intelligent, if you were any less ______, I’d have to water you once a day; Mental furniture; Obvious, firm grasp of the; Psychic RAM; Shilling, not the full; WOMBAT)


Bang the drum: 1. Hit a percussion instrument. 2. Make a disproportionate racket about something in a futile attempt to rally support or gain interest. (see Tub thumping)


Bar chart: 1. Histogram showing data or sales performance. 2. Work of fiction designed to mislead potential customers or shareholders; cunning deployment of distorted axes to create the impression of success; baffling array of similarly-coloured towers depicting nothing intelligible whatsoever; one of 127 similar charts in a tedious research debrief with no discernable conclusion. (see Histogram)


Bark into the wind, up the wrong tree: 1. Attempting something that is never going to work. 2. Too unintelligent to rumble that the current approach will consistently fail. (see Asking a duck to bark; Banana, stabbing a seal with a; Dialogue, continuous consumer, meaningful; Herring, chasing a different)


Barnstorm: 1. To tour rural districts putting on shows (chiefly USA). 2. Take a meeting by storm, for better or worse; be brilliant and win; be utterly useless and fail miserably in public; throw a wobbly and lose it completely in front of the entire board; experience a burst of Tourette’s in front of a senior visiting customer.


Barriers: 1. Things in the way. 2. Thoroughly legitimate reasons why prospective customers refuse to buy your sub-standard products, as in so-called “barriers to purchase”; obstructive colleagues who block your every proposal.


Baseline: 1. An agreed point from which other points can be measured or compared. 2. Ever-shifting criteria only called upon to trumpet imaginary success; infuriating chimera that never quite arrives nor truly exists. (see Ballpark figure; Fiscal juggling; Hopper, pour into the; Horizon, above the, change the, below the, small ripple on the; Re-baselining; Touch base)


Basically: 1. In a fundamental or elementary manner. 2. This word has marginal meaning and rarely adds anything no matter where it is used. (see Absolutely; At the end of the day; Frankly; Literally)


Basket case: 1. Merciless US slang term for a person with all limbs amputated. 2. Total buffoon; complete no-hoper; an idiot in search of a village. (see Box of frogs, mad as a; Mid-life crisis; Picnic, one sandwich short of a; Postal, go)


Bath, take a: 1. Conduct ablutions in a body-sized, water-bearing vessel. 2. Lose the lot; nose dive spectacularly; crash violently in full view of all colleagues; experience absolute humiliation in all-company meeting. (see Catch a cold; Gung ho)


Battleground: 1. Place where a battle is fought. 2. Pathetic deployment of the military metaphor to something truly bland, such as toilet cleaner market; heroic but pointless attempt to make dreary subject matter seem more appealing, as in “We’re going to take the curtain ring market by storm guys!” (see Flagpole, run it up the ______ and see who salutes; Jungle out there, it’s a)


Bazooka after a fly, we’re not going to send a: 1. We won’t devote disproportionately large resources to this. 2. It’s a piss-pot little project so we’ll let it wither on the vine; outrageous budget request, as in “Brian, the board has decided that the £1 million sign-off for the jasmine and sesame seed line extension will sadly not be forthcoming.” (see Drop a ricket; Feet, to dive in with both; Nut, sledgehammer to crack a; Platform, eat one’s own)


BCC: 1. Blind carbon copy. 2. My intention is to humiliate you convincingly in public by letting everyone see your crass rantings in full; tangible equivalent of a vindictive outburst along the lines of “Don’t f**k with me you little shit, I have the proof!” (see Arse covering; Blame culture; CC; Email; FYI; Voice mail)


Beaconicity, predictors of: 1. Factors that will indicate what will stand out. 2. Truly shocking piece of government rubbish, inventing “beaconicity”, the capacity to shine or stand out; originating from the correct word for a signal fire or light on a hill, and horribly migrated to any areas acquiring “beacon status”, and thus qualifying for special funding; the addition of the suffix -icity and a predictive element make this a car crash of gargantuan proportions.


Be-all-and-end-all: 1. Ultimate; final; crucial. 2. Nothing of the sort; quintessentially unimportant, but dressed up to sound as though it is; irrelevant; incidental; of no real interest; inconsequential.


Beanbags: 1. Large soft cushions. 2. Large soft cushions much loved by reclining semi-stoned hippies; similar brightly-coloured “furniture” totally unsuited to the office environment; popular, in-vogue items to scatter around so-called “soft areas”; near-flattened blob of material still bearing the unmistakable imprint of the rear end of Sylvia from HR, who has a “big personality”. (see Blue sky thinking; Brainstorm; Breakout groups; Soft area)


Bean counter: 1. Accountant or Finance Director. 2. Intensely irritating man in a bad suit who is never seen without a spreadsheet; incapable of any basic social skills; champion of the hilarious Donald Duck tie; also inclined to wear hooped red socks with unpolished brown shoes; likely resident of Ruislip or Rickmansworth; humourless numbers person with borderline halitosis and a disconcerting leer – to be avoided at all costs at the Christmas party.


Beans, spill the: 1. Drop a number of leguminous plants of the genus phaseolus on the floor. 2. Let slip something highly inappropriate in a crucial meeting; get pissed and reveal vital trade secrets to a competitor; blurt out confidential information at a trade conference or interview. (see Chinese whispers; Drop a ricket; Loop, out of the, keep in the)


Beavers, defending it like: 1. Tenaciously backing a cause. 2. Completely inaccurate analogy attempting to specify anthropomorphic qualities which the beaver does not in fact possess; starting a sentence without knowing how to finish it and randomly grabbing at a member of the animal kingdom to finish the job. (see Seals, left them clapping like; Wildebeest in a row, has the lion got his)


Bear with me: 1. Give me a moment. 2. I desperately need to stall for time; I have no executive authority to deal with this problem, despite claiming I did.


Bee’s knees, it’s the: 1. It’s brilliant. 2. It’s the same as the leg joints of a hymenopterous insect of the superfamily apoidea, which is really saying something; curious piece of vernacular with no discernible purpose. (see Dog’s bollocks; Mustard, cut the, that’s ______ that is)


Begs the question: 1. Why? 2. Why oh why?


Behavioural economics: 1. Pseudoscience suggesting that pure economic theory is a poor indicator of human behaviour. 2. Spectacular smoke and mirrors job much loved by advertising agencies; random series of anecdotes about the vagaries of human decision-making; not a discipline at all, having resisted a clear definition in the entire academic canon that describes it. (see FAQs; Grasping at fog; Hints and tips; Smoke and mirrors job)


Bells and whistles: 1. Lots of fancy stuff. 2. Pointless superfluous fanfare surrounding something actually quite ordinary; scores of additional features on a piece of technology that nobody uses but which make the designer look clever and get him promoted. (see All-singing, all-dancing; Hype; Pull out all the stops; Push the boat out)


Bench, has this got: 1. Does this team have strength in depth, as verified by the quality of the players on the substitute’s bench? 2. Truly dire phrase pilfered, once again, from the verbal swamp that is American sport; is this idea any good, or is it pure bollocks? (see Legs, it’s got; Real estate, how much ______ does this have; Success, what does ______ look like?)


Benchmarking, category, industry: 1. Making a mark as a reference point for surveying. 2. Incessant paranoid comparison between the performance of your business and that of a competitor; incapacity to have one iota of original thought; relentless plundering of copycat ideas from a more inventive rival. (KPIs; Markers, put some ______ down; Metrics; Milestones)


Best practice: 1. How something should be done, ie. properly. 2. Standard that companies and individuals consistently fail to reach; shoddy fudging; skimming; quality never achieved, but regularly hyped up; something that is practiced but never enacted; abstract concept often discussed without any reference to how it can actually be done.


BHAG: 1. Big Hairy Audacious Goal, invented by Jim Collins in 2001 in his book Good To Great. 2. Tediously macho “vision” mapped out by unintelligent business leader, usually just after reading said book or failing to complete an MBA; vacuous collection of bland and predominantly meaningless adjectives supposedly intended to “direct” the staff; random verbal guff entirely interchangeable with that on the boardroom wall of a main rival. (see Aims; Aspirational; Greatest Imaginable Challenge; Impossible, nothing is: MBA; Objectives; Unthinkable, think the)


Bias for action: 1. Tendency to get things done rather than just talk about them, first proposed by business writers Peters and Waterman in their 1982 book In Search of Excellence. 2. Loud but hollow mantra frequently peddled by vacuous macho managers, as in “We need a bias for action on this one guys!”, when in truth they have no intention of lifting a finger to help, ever.


Big boys, playing with the: 1. Competing against the biggest and best there is. 2. Scrabbling around with the same old has-beens; frantically playing catch-up; vainly trying to move out of the second or third division.


Big fish: 1. Large marine animal; significant player or prize. 2. Tired aquatic scale reference, usually involving being a big fish in a small pond, or a small fish in a big pond; rarely mentioned as a big fish in a big pond for some unknown reason.


Big cheese: 1. Large chunk of dairy produce, such as Gorgonzola. 2. The boss; the person at the top; supposedly famous visiting dignitary. (see Fromage, grand; Head honcho; Head office, I’m from ______ and I’m here to help; Player, big)


Big enchilada: 1. Large tortilla fried in hot fat, filled with meat and covered in chilli sauce. 2. The boss, or if not, then a big presence in the office. (see Big cheese)


Big match temperament: 1. Disposition suitable for important occasions. 2. Disposition utterly unsuitable for important occasions; prone to childish outbursts. (see Pram, to throw one’s toys out of the)


Big picture: 1. A large painting. 2. Apparent ability to see beyond the trivia, when the trivia is actually more interesting; strategic wibble that excuses someone from having to do any work, on the grounds that they are “strategizing”. (see Bluesky thinking; Brainstorm; Helicopter view; Holistic; Strategy, strategize)


BlackBerry prayer: 1. Leaning forward, as if praying, to check emails surreptitiously in meetings. 2. Incapable of paying attention to those present due to absolute addiction to one’s own mobile device; total ennui with regard to present company; belief that one’s own affairs are intrinsically more interesting than anyone else’s; odd belief that activities elsewhere must somehow be more interesting than what is happening in front of you, despite repeated evidence to the contrary. (see Death by PowerPoint; Meetings; Moi presentation)


Black arts: 1. Black magic used for evil purposes. 2. Obscure chicanery used by shady executives to achieve their nefarious ends. (see Cook the books; Fiscal juggling)


Black hole, disappeared into a: 1. Astronomical phenomenon so dense that that its escape velocity exceeds the speed of light. 2. Catastrophic loss of income or flaw in system; near-total loss of customer base overnight; instant sacking, never to be seen again; immediate imprisonment for fraud. (see Blood bath, on the walls; Game is up, the; Leaky bucket)


Black swan: 1. Large and dark aquatic bird; random event that cannot be predicted, as explained by Nassim Nicholas Taleb in his 2007 book of the same name (all swans were assumed to be white until overseas travel revealed the existence of black ones). 2. Disastrous development that no one saw coming, and that destroys everything; total crash; meltdown; catastrophe; career-threatening cockup. (see Bounce out of the norm; Crystal ball; Event; Futureproof; Game plan; Head office, I’m from ______ and I’m here to help; Navel gazing; Risk management)


Blame culture: 1. Work place in which people have to prove that they are genuinely doing something constructive, or face the consequences. 2. Vicious atmosphere in which finger pointing and character assassination are the norm – it’s dog eat dog, and anything goes so long as it’s definitely not your fault. (see BCC; Backlash; Back stabbing; Fear; Front stabbing; Hospital pass; In the same boat; Witch-hunt)
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