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Frequently Asked Questions 
 
 
 

 Do I use British or American spellings? 

 Do I use ósô or ózô? 

 Do I use single or double quotation marks? 

 Which words should be capitalized? 

 How do I punctuate references and bibliographies? 

 Do I use endnotes or footnotes? 

 How do I cite references in text? 

 Do I hyphenate compass points? 

 Should acronyms be punctuated? 

 Which words or phrases should be italicized? 

 How about gender-sensitive and politically-correct terminology? 
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1. Introduction 
 
1. This Style Manual has been prepared for all writers, editors, designers, IUCN staff and 

anyone else involved in the writing and production of an IUCN publication or any other 
written document in English. 

 
2. It is the guide to the óIUCN House Styleô. Its intended purpose is to ensure that the 

language used in IUCN publications is clear and correct and that abbreviations, 
grammar, spellings, scientific terminology, etc. are consistent and follow established 
norms.  

 
3. There are a variety of international norms governing style and use of language.1 IUCN 

has chosen to use the Oxford University Press Style Manual as its standard of 
reference, and the Oxford English Dictionary as a guide to spelling. Users should refer 
to these reference works for any questions not dealt with in the current Style Manual. 

 
4. This Style Manual is one of a range of guides developed by IUCN Publications 

Services and the Global Communications Division to assist in the production of IUCN 
publications and communications materials. It should therefore be used in conjunction 
with the IUCN Visual Identity, the IUCN Publishing Guidelines, and the IUCN Glossary 
of Translated Terms. 

 
5. Every effort has been made to include the most useful information in these pages. 

However, if there are items you would like to see included, we would welcome your 
input and suggestions. Please send comments to Deborah Murith 
(deborah.murith@iucn.org). 

 
 
 
 

IUCN Publications Services 
November 2009 

 
 
 

                                                 
1
 Other styles guides include The Chicago Manual of Style, Copy-Editing: The Cambridge Handbook for Editors, 

Authors and Publishers, etc. 
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2. Why a óHouse Styleô? 
 
1. Just as the Visual Identity helps to ensure that IUCN products are readily identified as 

belonging to the IUCN brand, so a House Style melds with the Visual Identity to further 
ensure this.  

 
2. A House Style also helps to ensure that IUCN products are produced to the highest 

visual quality, thereby enhancing the professionalism of the completed document. 
 
3. Finally, a consistent House Style facilitates the task of writers, editors, designers and 

all others involved in the production of IUCN products by providing ready-made 
answers to some of the most common questions inherent in producing written 
documents. 
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3. What will you find in this manual? 
 
1. Within these pages you will find a comprehensive guide to some of the most frequently 

asked questions during the writing process, including: 
 

ü Abbreviations 
ü Acronyms 
ü Apostrophes 
ü Bibliographies 
ü Boxes, tables and figures 
ü Brackets 
ü Capitalization 
ü Captions 
ü Chapter titles 
ü Citations 
ü Common spellings: ósô vs ózô 
ü Compass points 
ü Contentious words/phrases 
ü Cross references 
ü Currencies 
ü Dashes: em dashes, en dashes, hyphens 
ü Dates 
ü Emphasis 
ü Fonts and typefaces 
ü Footnotes/endnotes 
ü Fractions 
ü Full-stops 
ü Geographical information 
ü Grammar: active vs passive 
ü Headings 
ü Hyphenation 
ü Indexes 
ü Italics 
ü Jargon 
ü Legal texts 
ü Listings 
ü Notes and references 
ü Numbers 
ü Punctuation: apostrophes, commas, full-stops, question marks, exclamations, 

quotation marks 
ü Quotations 
ü References 
ü Spacing 
ü Spelling 
ü Symbols/units of measurement 
ü Titles 
ü Writing 
ü Word division 

 
2. These items are divided into the following general categories: 
 

 Writing 

 Spelling 
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 Punctuation 

 Units of measure 

 Abbreviations and acronyms 

 Italics and emphasis 

 Supporting matter: references, footnotes, endnotes, bibliographies, indexes, 
cross-referencing 

 Quotes and quotation 

 Visual content 
 
Appendices 

 Annex 1: IUCN-specific spellings 

 Annex 2: Common spellings for IUCN usage 

 Annex 3: IUCN Statutory regions and country names 

 Annex 4: Other IUCN resources 
 
Bibliography and references 

 
3. In addition to the guidelines contained in these pages, some IUCN programmes, such 

as the Species Programme, also have guidelines covering items that are specific to 
them. If you are preparing text for a particular programme please contact them to 
obtain the latest policy. 
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4. Writing and grammar 
 
1. The centre piece of any written document is and always will be the writing. Although 

the graphic presentation, layout, use of colour and images, and format, are all very 
important features of any written document, if the writing is not clear, the document will 
not stand up to scrutiny and ultimately will not achieve its aim. Indeed, a poorly written 
document can actually be counter-productive. 

 
2. A quick note before you begin writing. Unless you are formatting the publication 

yourself ready for printing, keep formatting to a minimum. Your text, most commonly 
prepared as a Word document, will be imported into a graphics layout programme 
which strips the original formatting. Particular attention is needed when italics are 
embedded; it may be necessary to go through the text and manually indicate the terms 
to be italicized.   

 
3. Although writing is a skill, it neednôt be solely done by experts. By following a few 

simple rules and language conventions, anyone can write clearly and competently.  
 
 

Keep it simple 
4. Spare a thought for the reader, write simply. To ensure that a publication captures and 

holds the attention of the reader, it is vital to write simply and remain focused. 
 
5. Avoid long, convoluted sentences with many asides. Try to include no more than two 

ideas in a sentence. 
 
6. When there are alternative words (synonyms) for the same idea, object, etc. try to use 

the simpler vocabulary and commonplace words that have passed into regular usage, 
rather than more complicated, and possibly more obscure, wording.  

 
7. This is particularly important in an organization such as IUCN where written documents 

are often read by people for whom English is not their mother tongue. 
 
 

Active vs Passive tense 
8. Always try to use the active tense when writing. Text written in the active tense tends to 

be shorter, clearer and presents the important information up front. 
 
9. Using the active tense means that the subject is actually doing the action, e.g. 
 

The dog bit the boy. 
He kicked the ball. 
 
Rather than 
 
The boy was bitten by the dog. 
The ball was kicked by the boy. 

 
 

Avoid jargon and ethno-centric phraseology 
10. Jargon does not often add to what is being written. Remember, you are trying to 

communicate a message, not demonstrate your knowledge of the language! See the 
list of commonly used jargonðto be avoidedðin Annex 2. 
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11. The same is true of ethno-centric phraseology. Again, this is important given that the 
audience for IUCN publications includes people who are not of English mother tongue. 
For example, phrases like óhe could no longer see the wood for the treesô, might not 
mean anything to a Touareg living on the edge of a desert! 

 
12. Keep in mind also that if a publication is planned for translation, depending on the 

language, it may not even be possible to translate concepts such as the ówood for the 
treesô. 

 
 

Contentious words and phrases 
13. In an international and multicultural organization like IUCN, it is very important to avoid 

contentious words and phrases as well as discriminatory and/or politically incorrect 
language that could cause offence. Wherever possible, use gender-neutral, non-
discriminatory language and terminology. 

 
14. Sometimes, however, it is a little more difficult and/or cumbersome to use gender- 

neutral language, particularly when referring to individuals where the gender is not 
known, e.g. 

 
The intern is responsible for his/her own accommodation. 

 
15. The inclusion of the his/her alternative is cumbersome, breaks the flow of the text and 

can detract from the readerôs attention. Wherever possible it should be avoided and 
sentences should be re-written using alternatives, e.g. 

 
Interns are responsible for their own accommodation. 
 

16. Some terms are gender-specific, e.g. Chairman, workman, foreman, policeman, 
fisherman, fireman, etc. However, it is possible to re-write many of these terms in 
language that is not gender-specific. Wherever possible alternative forms should be 
used, e.g. 

 
Chairman  use    Chair/chairperson 
Workman  use   Worker 
Foreman  use   Supervisor 
Policeman  use    Police Officer 
Fisherman/men use   Fisher/fishers/fisher folk 
Fireman  use   Fire fighters 

 
 

Geographical information 
17. Particular caution should be exercised when referring to country names, territories or 

national boundaries. Some of these are contentious. The use of country names in 
IUCN has been defined by the Statutes (see Annex 3 for a list of IUCN Statutory 
regions and country names). Remember to always include the geographical disclaimer 
in any document or publication produced by IUCN (see the IUCN Publishing Guidelines 
for the text of the disclaimer).  

 
17. Use United Nations protocol with regard to geopolitical nomenclature, e.g. 
 

USA, not the United States or US. Use US only as an adjective, such as óthe 
US Governmentô 

Use UK in all instances 
Viet Nam not Vietnam 
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When referring to Taiwan, this should be Taiwan, Province of China. 
 
 
Grammar 
18. In English, there are specific conventions governing the use of grammar. For a written 

document to read well it is important to respect the basic rules of grammar. 
 
 

Grammar reference texts 
19. There are too many conventions governing the use of English grammar to describe 

them all here. There are a number of reference works that can be consulted in case of 
doubt. Some useful reference works include: 

 
The Oxford Style Manual, compiled and edited by R.M. Ritter 
How to write: Tools for the craft, by Robert Mohr, 1998, University College 
Dublin Press 
English for journalists, by Wynford Hicks, 1993, Routledge, London & New 
York 
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5. Spelling 
 
English vs American spelling 
1. IUCN has chosen to use British English, as opposed to American English, as its 

preferred language for written materials. So, where alternative spelling exists for the 
same word, the British spelling should be used. 

 
For example, ócolourô should be written in preference to the American spelling ócolorô, 
and óprogrammeô in preference to óprogramô. 

 
2. Some words have alternative spellings, e.g. focused and focussed. When in doubt, use 

the first spelling proposed in the Oxford English Dictionary.  
 
3. There are two exceptions to this. When transcribing a quoted text, always transcribe 

spellings as they appear in the original text (see section on Quotes and quotation, 
below). Or, when an organization or institution uses American spelling in its original 
name, references to the organization or institution should respect the official usage 
made by the organization. 

 
 

ó-S-ô vs ó-Z-ô 
4. Despite the common British practice of using ósô rather than ózô in words ending in ó-iseô 

and ó-isationô (e.g. organise and organisation), it has become common practice today to 
use the word endings (suffixes) ó-izeô and ó-izationô. The Oxford English Dictionary 
provides both spellings, but the first one proposed and the one to be used is ó-izeô, e.g. 
 

Use organize   not organise 
liberalization   liberalisation 
globalize   globalise 
 

5. There is another set of words for which the traditional British spelling is ó-iseô, but here 
again the Oxford English Dictionary proposes the ó-izeô formula first, e.g. 
 

Use recognize   not recognise 
emphasized   emphasised 
criticize   criticise 

 
6. Words that are derived from Greek, e.g. óanalyseô or ócatalyseô, always take an ó-s-ó and 

not a ó-z-ô. 
 
7. Words like ódeviseô, ósurpriseô, ósuperviseô, ósurmiseô, where the ó-iseô sound is not a 

suffix but part of the root of the word, always use ó-iseô. 
 
8. There are two exceptions to the ósô vs ózô rule. The first is when quoting from text, 

spellings must always be transcribed as they appear in the original text. The second is 
when an organization uses an ósô rather than a ózô in the official spelling of its name, e.g. 
International Labour Organisation. When in doubt, check the official spellings on the 
website of the organization.  

 
 

Alternative spellings 
9. There are a number of words with alternative spellings. When in doubt about which to 

use, always use the British variant of the word, e.g. 


































































































