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Positive versus Negative Phrasing
| recently had to write an email ... to communicate my message, | had to choose between:

| will be absent from today’s meeting. versus I won’t be able to attend today’s meeting.
Notice that the meaning doesn’t change — NO MEETING FOR ME TODAY — but the sentences ‘feel’ different.

What is your impression of these two options? Which one would you use?

The difference between the two sentences has to do with positive versus negative phrasing.
Even though they say the same thing ... and in each case the meaning of the message is ‘negative’ — I will not be at the
meeting ... one of the sentences has positive phrasing: | will be absent from today’s meeting ... while the other one uses

negative phrasing: | won’t be able to attend today’s meeting ...

Does it matter? Let’s explore and find out.

Positive: Unfortunately, he is feeling a bit sick today. Negative: Unfortunately, he isn’t feeling very well
today.
Positive: Come on ... English is pretty easy, isn’t it? Negative: Come on ... English isn’t that difficult, is it?
Positive: Well, that movie was pretty boring. Negative: Well, that movie wasn’t very exciting.

I'm disappointed - that movie was more boring than | expected. I'm disappointed - that movie wasn’t as
exciting as | expected.
Positive: Clearly, he failed to consider the consequences. Negative: Clearly, he didn’t consider the

consequences.
Notice that with these samples, the grammar shifts between positive and negative ...
[he is — he isn’t] [English is — English isn’t] [the movie was — the movie wasn’t] [he failed to (he did fail to) — he
didn’t (he did not)]
... but there is also a vocabulary change [sick - well] [difficult — easy] [boring - exciting].

For the next set of sample sentences, the grammar is positive in all cases ... so what is different?

#1: Positive: Wonderful — everyone is present in class today. Negative: Wonderful — nobody is absent from class

today.



Here the focus of the statement shifts between ‘everyone is present’ ( which uses a positive term: everyone is ) and
‘nobody is absent’ ( which uses a negative term: nobody is ) ... but they mean the same thing. A speaker sometimes uses
these two phrasings together to make a longer and more complete statement about something; this way, the positive
and negative are combined: Wonderful — everyone is in class today ... nobody is absent.

Wonderful — nobody is absent from class today ... everyone is here.

#2: Negative: Amazing — she has never gotten lost in this city. Positive: Amazing — she always knows her way
around this city.
Likewise, there is a shift in these two sentences as well between ‘never getting lost’ ... which says that this bad thing

(getting lost) never happens ... and ‘always knowing her way’ ... which says that this good thing (knowing the way) always

happens.

And, as above, you could double them up: Amazing — she has never gotten lost in this city ... she always knows her way.

How about these? There are many combinations of negative and positive. Are the meanings clear?
You don’t need to be there until 9 am. ... don’t need to be there until ...
You need to be there from 9 am. ... need to be there from ...
If you don’t arrive by 5 pm, we cannot guarantee your seat. If you don’t arrive by —we cannot ...

You have to arrive by 5 pm in order for us to guarantee your seat. have to arrive by —in order for us to ...

If you arrive after 5 pm, we cannot guarantee your seat. If you (do) arrive after — we cannot ...

We can only guarantee your seat if you arrive by 5 pm. ... can only — if you (do) arrive by ...

It has to be simple enough for everyone to understand. has to be simple enough .. for everyone to
understand

It cannot be too difficult for anyone to understand. can’t be too difficult ... for anyone to understand

If it is simple enough, then anyone can understand. If it is simple enough ... then anyone can understand

If it is too difficult, then no one can understand. If it is too difficult ... then no one can understand

If it is too difficult, then not everyone can understand. If it is too difficult ..then not everyone can
understand

Unless you pay your overdue fees, you cannot receive your certificate. Unless you pay ...
you cannot ...

Until you pay your overdue fees, you will not receive your certificate. Until you pay ..
you will not ...

If you don’t pay your overdue fees, you cannot receive your certificate. If you don’t pay ...
you cannot ...

Once you have paid your overdue fees, you can receive your certificate. Once you have paid ... you
can ...

If you pay your overdue fees, you will receive your certificate. If you (do) pay ... you can ...
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