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16.0  OBJECTIVES  

 

After reading this unit, you should be able to understand the usage of some English words 

that sound alike but have different meanings.  

 

 

16.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

In the previous unit, you learnt about better business writing.  While writing a business letter, 

it is necessary to use correct words which convey the meaning intended for.  In English, there 

are many words that look or sound very similar, but have different meanings.  Many writers 

are confused while using these words.  It is necessary to understand the difference in the 

meanings of such homonyms so that the appropriate word is used in the business letter.  In 

this unit, you will learn about such words and their correct usage.   

 

 

16.2 WORDS OFTEN CONFUSED 
 

1. A Lot/ Allot  

A Lot: These are two words meaning “much”. 

In the party, people talked a lot about Covid-19. 

Allot: To assign as a “portion”. 

Separate rooms were allotted to the players of the team.  

 

2. A While/ Awhile  

A While: These are two words meaning “a short period of time”. 

I shall meet you in a while. 

Awhile: A short time. 

I rested awhile, then left for work.  

 

3. Accede/ Exceed  

Accede: To Agree.  

M/s Ram & Sons acceded to the terms of the contract.  

Exceed: To go beyond the limit. 

The number of books sent by Popular Book Depot exceeded the order we placed for.  



4. Accept/ Except  

Accept: To Agree  

M/s Modern Garments accepted terms and conditions proposed by Saini & Sons. 

Except: Excluding 

Allahabad Book Store supplied all the books except Discovery of India.   

 

5. Adapt/ Adept/ Adopt  

Adapt: To adjust. 

He adapted to the new environment. 

Adept: Skilled 

The teacher is adept at speaking languages fluently. 

Adopt: To accept as your own. 

The couple adopted a boy from the orphanage.  

 

6. Advice/ Advise  

Advice: It is a noun meaning “an opinion”. 

My father still gives me advice as if I am a child.  

Advise: It is a verb meaning “to give advice or counsel”.  

The coast guards advised fishermen to stay away from sea due to bad weather. 

 

7. Affect/ Effect  

Affect: To act on or to produce an effect. 

In recent years, inflation has affected the retail price of grocery items.  

Effect: Result or consequence 

Recent revision in income tax slabs did not have any effect on the total income 

below five lakhs per annum.   

 

8. Aid/ Aide  

Aid: It is help or assistance given. 

During COVID-19, people gave aid to less fortunate ones. 

Aide: It is a person who helps. 

He worked as director’s aide.   

 

9. Alternately/ Alternatively  

Alternately: It means “taking turns”.  

They drove the car alternately so that neither of them would get tired.   

Alternatively: It means “as an option”. 

Instead of air travel he could travel alternatively by train. 

 

10. Bazaar or Bazar/ Bizarre  

Bazaar or Bazar: A market. 

The weekly bazaar is worth visiting. 

Bizarre: It means “weird or unworldly”. 

In this dress, she looks bizarre. 

 

11. Beside/ Besides  

Beside: At the side of; near  

Director sat beside the CEO. 

Besides: In addition to 

Besides autobiography by Gandhi, they placed order for Discovery of India.   



 

12. Biannual/ Biennial  

Biannual: It means twice in one year. 

I get tests done biannually. 

Biennial: It means “every two years”. 

International Book Fair is a biennial event. 

 

13. Bolder/ Boulder  

Bolder: It means more daring.  

After facing upheavals in life, he has become bolder.   

Boulder: It means large rock. 

In order to connect the village to the main road, they had to remove a boulder. 

 

14. Board/ Bored  

Board: It means a committee or wood. 

The board of directors decided to give bonus to the employees. 

He used a good quality of board for making cupboard.  

Bored: It means “not interested”. 

She felt bored after the lecture.  

 

15.  Brake/Break 

 Brake: It means to stop. 

 You should brake slowly to avoid skidding. 

 Break: It means to smash. 

 To break a windshield is a crime.  

 

16. Breath/ Breathe  

Breath: It is a noun meaning “the air pulled into the lungs”. 

The doctor asked him to take a deep breath.  

Breathe: It is a verb. 

Doctor asked him to breathe deeply. 

 

17. Buy/ By  

Buy: To purchase 

I have to buy stationery.  

By: Near to and next to  

Manager sat by the  group leader.   

 

18. Canvas/ Canvass  

Canvas: It is a cloth or fabric. 

She painted on the canvas. 

Canvass: “to solicit votes” or to “examine carefully”. 

He canvassed for the candidate of his party. 

She had to canvass major stores before she found the dress of her choice.  

 

19. Censor/ Sensor/ Censure  

Censor: Noun: A person who examines news reports, etc. For its objectionable 

content. 

The censor took strong objection to the publication of the report. 

Verb: To examine or to act as censor. 



The Election Commission censored the candidate’s speech. 

Sensor: Any electronic device sensitive to light, temperature, radiation, etc.  

The sensor gave the fire alarm.  

Censure: It means rebuke or harsh criticism. 

The candidate was severely censured for his speech. 

 

20. Cite/ Site/ Sight  

Cite: “To quote or mention”. 

His research work was highly cited.  

Site: It is a noun meaning “a place”. 

The site for the new factory was liked by the CEO.  

Sight: Noun: “perception of an object, power of faculty of seeking”. 

 He liked the sight of the hotel.  

Sight: Verb: To see  

 They sighted a tiger during safari.  

 

21.  Click/Clique 

 Click: A brief sound. 

 You can send a large number of e-mails by a click of the mouse. 

 Clique: A close exclusive group of people. 

 The Director does not allow to form a clique around him. 

 

22. Clothes/ Cloths 

Clothes: Garment  

Fancy garments store sells lady clothes only.  

Cloths: Pieces of fabric 

Agrasen market has cloth merchants. 

 

23. Coarse/ Course 

Coarse: Rough, lacking fineness  

The coarse fabric irritated her skin.  

Course: A direction, the path 

The events happened in the expected course. 

 

24.    Collaborate/Corroborate 

   Collaborate: It means to work together. 

   He often collaborates with the foreign scientists. 

   Corroborate: To support with evidence or to prove. 

   The police could corroborate the whole sequence of the crime. 

 

25. Complement/Compliment 

 

              Complement: Noun: Something that completes. 

               A good ice cream is a complement to a good meal. 

               Verb: To complete 

                The black shoes complement the suit. 

                Compliment: Noun: An expression of praise 

He expressed compliments for her nice talk. 

Verb: To pay a complement, to praise. 

Audience complimented him for his motivational speech. 



 

26. Confidant/ Confident  

Confidant: A trusted adviser to whom secrets are confided. 

He is a confidant of the director. 

Confident: self assured  

He was confident of securing first rank. 

 

27. Conform/ Confirm 

Conform: To act accordingly 

The principal conforms to the rules of the school. 

Confirm: To make it sure 

He confirmed his flight booking before leaving the hotel 

28.   Conscience/ conscious 

            Conscience: Inner moral guide 

            My conscience does not allow me to sell duplicate items. 

            Conscious: Aware 

             The shopkeeper was conscious not to cheat the customer. 

 

29.   Corps/Core/Corpse 

 Corps: Pronounced as ‘core’, it means an organization of people dedicated to a cause. 

 India is a member of the United Nations’ peace corps. 

 Core: It is the centre of a fruit or an object.  

 One cannot eat core of mango. 

 Corpse: It means a dead body. 

 Police found a corpse in the bushes. 

 

30.  Creak/Creek 

 Creak: It can be the noun or verb meaning a short sharp sound.  

 The creak of the old furniture disturbs the lecture. 

 Creek: It means a small stream. 

 The children enjoyed playing in the creek on a hot summer day. 

 

31. Credible/Creditable 

 Credible: It means ‘believable or reliable’. 

 In the absence of any credible evidence, he was acquitted. 

 Creditable: It means worthy of ‘praise or respect’. 

 His efforts to help others are really creditable. 

 

32.       Custom/Costume 

  Custom: It means a cultural tradition. 

  In India, it is a custom to seek blessings by touching feet of elders.  

 Costume: It is an outfit for a particular occasion. 

 Have you selected costume for your wedding? 

 

33. Desert/ Dessert 

Desert: Noun: A waste land.  

 Jaisalmer is a desert.  

 Verb: To abandon 

 He suddenly deserted his family and embraced priesthood.  

Dessert: A sweet dish after the main meal.  



 

34. Device/ Devise 

Device: An instrument to perform a task. 

This device is not working properly.  

Devise: To create or invent. 

They devised a new technique to save petrol.  

 

35. Disburse/Disperse 

 Disburse: It means to distribute or pay out money or financial assets. 

 He disbursed his assets to the philanthropic institutions. 

 Disperse: It is to distribute something other than money. 

The volunteers dispersed pamphlets after the meeting. 

It is also used ‘to scatter’ or ‘to make disappear’. 

The police dispersed the unruly mob. 

 

 

 

36. e.g./ i.e. 

e.g.: It is a Latin abbreviation meaning “for example”. 

She placed order for the grocery, e.g. rice, pulses, etc.  

i.e.: It is a Latin abbreviation meaning “that is (to say)” 

The teacher scolded the students i.e. not to make noise.  

 

37. Feel/ Fill  

Feel: To perceive or sense by touch. 

They feel soft texture of the clothes. 

Fill: To make full. 

Oil tankers were filled with petrol.  

 

38. Hole/ Whole  

Hole: An empty place or opening.  

Black hole in the universe is a reality. 

Whole: Entire or complete.  

The whole class applauded the teacher.    

 

39. Its/ It’s  

Its: Belonging to it 

You can imagine the contents of a book by its cover.  

It’s: Contraction of it is 

It’s been a long time since we met.  

 

40. Loose/ Lose  

Loose: Unpacked or unbound 

Sometimes loose grocery items are of inferior quality. 

Lose: To suffer defeat or fail to win  

It is always painful to lose a game. 

 

41.  Ordinance/Ordnance 

 Ordinance: A law. 



As per the new ordinance, Ph.D. thesis cannot be submitted before completing 3 

years.  

 Ordnance: Military weapons and ammunition. 

 There is ordnance factory at Jabalpur.  

 

42. Principal/ Principle  

Principal: Foremost (adjective), head (noun) 

Fierce competition was the principal cause of losses in his business.  

Principle: An accepted rule of action or conduct 

While doing business, he adheres to principle of honesty.  

 

43. Quiet/ Quite  

Quiet: Absence of noise 

It was perfectly quite during his speech.  

Quite: Completely or entirely 

It was quite reasonable to offer a five per cent rebate.  

 

44.    Regimen/Regiment 

   Regimen: A systematic plan of diet, exercise or manner of living. 

   The secret of his good health is regimen of balanced diet. 

   Regiment: A troop of soldiers. 

   The Gorkha regiment is famous for its chivalry. 

 

45. Right/ Write  

Right: Proper or just 

It is right to be honest in business.   

Write: To form letters, words or symbols on a surface.  

Editor writes a good editorial.   

 

 

46. Stationary/ Stationery 

Stationary: Not moving  

The truck was stationary when accident occurred.  

Stationery: Writing material as pens, pencils, paper and envelop etc. 

In business communication, good quality stationery should be used. 

 

47. Than/ Then 

Than: It is used for comparison 

The garments supplied by Modern Garments were found to be of better quality than 

supplied by others.  

Then: It is used to indicate time or sequence. 

He came home and then finished his work.  

 

48. Two/Too/to  

Two: It refers to the number ‘two’.  

There is place for two persons only.  

Too: it means also or additional 

He too reciprocated the greetings. 

To: It is a preposition indicating direction.  

His family migrated to U.S.  



 

49. Who’s/ Whose  

Who’s: It is the contraction for who is? 

Who’s there in the shop? 

Whose: it is the possessive form of the pronoun who and which. 

Whose house it is? 

 

50. Their/ There/ They’re  

Their: It is the possessive form of ‘they’. 

Their partnership turned out to be successful. 

There: It indicates a place.  

It took long before they reached there.    

They’re: It is the contraction of ‘they are’.  

When will they arrive? They’re almost here.    

 

 

Check Your Progress A 

 

1. Use ‘accede’ and ‘exceed’ in sentences.  

 

2. Fill in the blanks 

(i) Ram and Sons ……………. the terms and conditions of the contract.  

(ii) The order placed with Modern Garments for the supply of baby ……………. 

was not complied with.  

(iii) Mohan’s ……………. does not allow him to supply duplicate items.  

(iv) The ……………. lot of stationery was found defective.  

(v) It is difficult to control quality of the ……………. items.  

 

3. Select five such words that confuse with other similar word and make sentences.  

 

16.3 LET US SUM UP 
 

In English, there are many words that look or sound very similar, but have different 

meanings.  It is necessary to understand the correct meanings of such words and use only 

appropriate word in the business letter.  

 

16.4 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 
 

A  2  i) Accepted  ii) Clothes iii) Conscience  iv) Whole  v) Loose 

 

 

16.5 TERMINAL QUESTIONS/EXERCISES 
 

1) Make correct sentences using quiet and quite.   

2) Make correct sentences using stationary/ stationery.  

3) Search five such pairs of words that sound similar, but have different meanings.  Use 

those words in sentences.   

 


