Tips for Writing a Good Technical Definition

Definitions are an important part of ASHRAE standards because:
· They educate people unfamiliar with the subject; and
· They help to avoid misunderstandings.

These tips have been compiled using experience gained from:
· Members of TC 1.6 which is responsible for ASHRAE’s Terminology Online;
· The International Organization for Standardization (ISO) air cleaner committee, TC 142, where TC 1.6 Chair Gemma Kerr has revised two editions of their terminology standard;
· The International Electrotechnical Commission (IEC), which co-authors some of the TC 142 air cleaner standards.

The guiding concept for a definition is that it should always be interchangeable with its term. This has important consequences as follows:
1. The basic grammar must be the same for the term and its definition. If the term is a noun, the definition should have the form of a noun. If the term does not start with “An” or “The,” the same holds for the definition. Also, there should not be a period at the end of the definition 
2. The definition needs to be as simple as possible while telling you what you need to know (to encourage brevity and keeping to a single point, IEC requires absence of a period in the middle of its definitions);
3. A definition should say what something is. It should not include details of how the subject of the term is measured or calculated, nor the units in which it is expressed, nor should it refer to specific sections of the document where it appears. These pieces of information belong in a note appended to the definition, or in the document text.
Other important pointers include the following:
4. [bookmark: _Hlk167280971]The term should be as unique as possible to avoid confusion;
5. The definition should avoid using specialized terms if possible: there are few things more frustrating than reading a definition full of words that you do not understand and having to scroll through the rest of the glossary, or consult a dictionary, to find out what they actually mean;
6. The definition should not be “circular,” i.e., it should not simply repeat the term and give little or no additional information.

Some clarifying examples of poor definitions and how to improve them are given below.

Point 1: 
maintain: the process of keeping equipment and components operating or functioning in accordance with manufacturers’ recommendations and industry standards over their service lives.
Here the term should be maintenance. Also “the” at the start of the definition and the period at the end should be removed.
To visualize the correct form of a definition, it is instructive to insert the definition in place of the term where it appears in a standard. For example, if the standard says “A maintenance schedule must be included,” it should also be understandable to say, “A process of keeping equipment and component operating or functioning in accordance with manufacturers’ recommendations and industry standards over their service lives schedule must be included”.
Point 2: 
batch process: cycle that delivers cooling and/or heating in a non-steady or noncontinuous manner. For this process, the nominal capacity is the integral of instantaneous capacity over a complete cycle (sorption) divided by the cycle time.
Here the second sentence gives information on a property of the process and should be moved to a Note.

Point 3: 
particle counter sizing accuracy:

the sizing accuracy Ɛ(x) is determined by the function 
Note: xmeasured is the particle size indicated by the counter for a reference particle and xreference is the actual size of the reference particle.

Use of an equation in a definition is bad practice. Also, some of the necessary information is in the Note here. A definition can easily be created which does not contain variables or equations: 
particle counter sizing accuracy: measure of the ability of an instrument to correctly determine the size of a reference particle of known size

Point 4:
For a long time ASHRAE’s filter community used “efficiency” to define the performance of products. Unfortunately, many of ASHRAE’s other technological areas also express performance in terms of efficiency. Therefore, it is necessary to add a qualifier to avoid confusion. Since filters and air cleaners are designed to remove contaminants from air, the term used for their performance has now been changed to “removal efficiency”.  

[bookmark: _Hlk158399129]Point 5:
adsorbent: material that collects sorbates by adsorption
A more informative and understandable version is:
adsorbent: material that can capture and retain gases and vapors on its surface by physical or chemical processes

Point 6:
correlation ratio data acceptance criteria: criteria used to determine the adequacy of the correlation data
This definition repeats parts of the term without providing detail on their meaning. It can safely be deleted because it contains no new information.
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