
Technical Commentary/

The Word Style ‘‘Groundwater’’ Reflects Increased
Public Awareness of the Resource
by Vicki Kretsinger Grabert

Scientists and engineers understand and communi-
cate hydrologic concepts with the one-word or two-word
form of ‘‘groundwater’’ or ‘‘ground water,’’ with care
toward consistency in their usage. Both forms certainly
mean the same thing. Scientists and engineers also want
to improve the public’s scientific understanding of water
resources to ensure their future quality and availability.
Language provides a means to communicate concepts
and create understanding among all persons. This com-
mentary discusses the public’s awareness of the concept
of ground water as reflected in the use of two-word vs.
one-word forms and speaks to continuing limitations in
the public’s understanding of the role of ground water in
the hydrologic cycle as reflected in the common defini-
tion of hydrologic cycle.

Background—Concepts, Terms, and Definitions
The English language tends toward simplification.

Everyday language uses a process of ‘‘filling the gaps, sup-
plying a new word to take the place of a long, clumsy
description’’ (Chase 1938, p.147). Harold Whitehall, former
professor of English and Linguistics Chair at Indiana Uni-
versity, brought forth these insights (Whitehall 1983, p. vii):

Language is, in fact, the predominant factor in the
social organization of humanity. Its real existence lies
not so much in the printed book, not even in a dictio-
nary such as this, as in the sense of community or
community of feeling of those who habitually use it.

The concept of ground water has appeared in scien-
tific and other literature from ancient times. In more
recent centuries, fundamental geological principles

provided a basis for understanding the occurrence and
movement of ground water.

O. E. Meinzer, chief of the Division of Ground Water
of the USGS from 1913 to 1946 (Fryar 2007), defined
ground water terms (Meinzer 1923), which were sub-
sequently refined (Lohman 1972). Meinzer defined ground
water as ‘‘the water in the zone of saturation,’’ where the
water table is the ‘‘upper surface of a zone of saturation
except where that surface is formed by an impermeable
body’’ (Meinzer 1923, p. 22). Meinzer’s paper emphasized
that terms be generally agreed upon, and that we should
agree on one name (Meinzer 1923, p. 2):

A scientific term is a symbol that represents a scientific
concept. It has the same significance as the definition
of the concept; it is neither more nor less precise. Sci-
entific terms are not absolutely essential, but they are
very convenient, and for this reason they are a real aid
in promoting science.. It is very useful to have defi-
nite terms to denote important scientific concepts, but
it is of less consequence what the terms are, provided
there is general agreement as to them. . It is, how-
ever, desirable that all concerned should agree on
some one name.

The two-word form has been the standard for USGS
reports. In 1974, Gerald Meyer, then chief of the Ground
Water Branch of the USGS, expressed concerns about
apparent confusion resulting from use of ground water as
one word or two words (Meyer 1974). Meyer reported
that the term ground water as two words is ‘‘ingrained in
the hydrologic literature of this country. In recent years,
the one word form, groundwater, has appeared increas-
ingly in certain outside publications..’’ Because Web-
ster’s Third New International Dictionary (1967) showed
the one-word spelling, the USGS and Webster’s editor
corresponded. Based on the Webster editor’s response, it
was concluded, ‘‘The next issue of the Third International
would restore the traditional two-word spelling’’ (Meyer
1974).

Some authors define ‘‘groundwater’’ as all subsurface
water, including water in the unsaturated zone (Charbeneau
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2000; Deming 2002). Webster’s Third New International
Dictionary of the English Language Unabridged (2002)
defines ‘‘groundwater’’ as:

Water within the earth that supplies wells and springs;
water in the zone of saturation where all openings in
rocks and soil are filled, the upper surface of which
forms the water table.

Other dictionaries (Merriam-Webster Collegiate Dic-
tionary, Eleventh Edition 2008; Merriam-Webster’s Online
Dictionary 2009) simply define ‘‘groundwater’’ as ‘‘water
within the earth especially that supplies wells and springs.’’
Whether the definition of ‘‘groundwater’’ means all sub-
surface water as indicated by the broader definitions sug-
gested by Charbeneau and Deming or water within the
zone of saturation, there is universal agreement that ground
water includes the water in the zone of saturation.

Dictionary Listings and Style Guides
Innumerable dictionaries exist, and by no means has

this author viewed all available dictionaries for this com-
mentary. The dictionaries viewed show a trend from no
listing of the term ground water to ground water listed as
two words to listings as both one word and two words
and finally to listings in most recent dictionaries as only
one word.

No listing:
d Webster Collegiate Dictionary, Fifth Edition (1945)

Listed as two words:
d Webster’s New Universal Unabridged Dictionary, Deluxe

Second Edition (1983)

Listed both as one word and two words [words shown in

brackets indicate order listed]:
d Random House Webster’s College Dictionary (1992)

[groundwater; ground water]
d Webster’s American Family Dictionary (1998) [groundwater;

ground water]
d Webster’s Encyclopedic Unabridged Dictionary of the

English Language (2001) [ground water; groundwater]
d Webster’s Universal College Dictionary (2004) [ground-

water; ground water]
d American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language,

Fourth Edition (2006) [ground water; groundwater]

Listed as only one word:
d The Merriam-Webster Dictionary Home & Office Edition

(1998)
d Webster’s New World Compact Dictionary and Style

Guide, Second Edition (2002)
d Webster’s Third New International Dictionary of the

English Language Unabridged (2002) (hereafter, refer-

enced as Webster’s Third New International Dictionary)
d The Merriam-Webster Dictionary (2005)
d New Oxford American Dictionary, Second Edition (2005)
d Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, Seventh Edition

(2005)
d Pocket Oxford American Dictionary, Second Edition

(2008)

d Merriam-Webster Collegiate Dictionary, Eleventh Edition

(2008)
d Merriam-Webster’s Online Dictionary (2009)

Strunk and White (1972, p. 67) recommend ‘‘ortho-
dox’’ spelling usage in The Elements of Style:

The spelling of English words is not fixed and invari-
able, nor does it depend on any other authority than
general agreement. At the present day there is practi-
cally unanimous agreement as to the spelling of most
words.. At any given moment, however, a relatively
small number of words may be spelled in more than
one way. Gradually, as a rule, one of these forms
comes to be generally preferred, and the less custom-
ary form comes to look obsolete and is discarded..

Other widely referenced style guides include the
Modern Language Association (MLA), the American
Psychological Association (APA), and The Chicago Man-
ual of Style, 15th Edition (University of Chicago Press
2003). The MLA guidelines are used by more than 1100
scholarly and literary journals and by many university and
commercial presses. Merriam-Webster’s Online Dictio-
nary (2009) lists ‘‘groundwater’’ as one word and refer-
ences the MLA and APA.

The Chicago Manual of Style, 15th Edition (Chicago)
recommends using Webster’s Third New International
Dictionary and its chief abridgement, Merriam-Webster’s
Collegiate Dictionary, in its latest edition for spelling
(University of Chicago Press 2003). When more than one
spelling occurs, the Chicago normally opts for the first
form listed. The Chicago also notes that if the latest
Merriam-Webster Collegiate Dictionary disagrees with
Webster’s Third New International, ‘‘the Collegiate
should be followed since it represents the latest lexical
research’’ (University of Chicago Press 2003). The latest
versions of these dictionaries,Webster’s Third New Interna-
tional Dictionary (2002) and Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate
Dictionary, Eleventh Edition (2008), list ‘‘groundwater’’ as
only one word.

The U.S. Government Printing Office (GPO) uses
the Style Manual, 29th Edition (U.S. GPO 2000). The
Style Manual lists ground water as an example of a com-
pound word in the two-word form. The Style Manual
(section 5.1) also states that the GPO uses Webster’s
Third New International Dictionary as its guide for spell-
ing words not appearing in the manual.

Because dictionary updates consider popular use and
many other factors, the trend to use the one-word form
suggests increased public awareness, if not understand-
ing, of the concept of ground water.

Word Spelling Evolution
Table 1 illustrates changes in spelling for the term

ground water and other hydrologic terms over time. The
references used in this table include the Webster
Collegiate Dictionary (1945), The Merriam-Webster Dic-
tionary (2005), the reference materials cited in the style
guides just discussed, and Merriam-Webster’s Online
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Dictionary (2009). The term ‘‘groundwater’’ and other
words such as ‘‘floodplain’’ show a clear shift toward the
use of the one-word form.

The term ‘‘surface water’’ lags popular use compared
to other hydrologic terms (Table 1). This most likely oc-
curs because many other words better describe a particu-
lar surface water body. For example, terms such as ocean,
sea, bay, estuary, lake, reservoir, pond, river, creek, canal,
spring, and waterfall provide a more specific reference to
the water body being discussed, particularly for usage by
the public. Although the term ‘‘surface water’’ lacks wide-
spread popular use, the term now appears as two words in
Webster’s Third New International Dictionary (2002).

Some other common hydrologic terms such as
‘‘water balance,’’ ‘‘water level,’’ and ‘‘water table’’ are
shown in Webster’s Third New International Dictionary
(2002) as compound words. These compound words may
remain in the two-word form because of less usage by the
general public.

International Words, Signs, and Symbols
Meyboom’s paper on ‘‘A Semantic Review of

the Terminology of Groundwater Maps’’ emphasized the
need for international uniformity and discussed the
semantics of some of the English and German terms sug-
gested by others (Meyboom 1961). He also describes the
stages through which words pass during the process of
unification from when words are still separate (ground
water) to when they become compounded as one word
(groundwater) due to their frequent use as combined
words. Subsequently, the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in

association with the International Association of Scien-
tific Hydrology and the International Association of Hy-
drogeologists (IAH) prepared the document International
Legend for Hydrogeological Maps (UNESCO et al.
1963). This document used the convention where two
words are used when ground water is a noun; the two
words are hyphenated when they are used as an adjective.
Subsequently, Phillip LaMoreaux (1966) prepared ‘‘Activ-
ities of the Hydrogeologic Map Committee of the Inter-
national Association of Scientific Hydrology’’ where he
referenced UNESCO et al. (1963) and Meyboom (1961)
and recommended map symbols use the two-word form
of ground water for consistency.

Work conducted by UNESCO, IAH, and the Inter-
national Association of Hydrological Scientists (IAHS) to
prepare the International Legend for Hydrogeological
Maps, Revised Version consulted an exhaustive bibliogra-
phy of hydrogeological maps published after 1970
(UNESCO et al. 1983). The updated map legend includes
a list of ‘‘symbols, ornaments and colours which have
specific meanings and that are internationally recog-
nized’’ (UNESCO et al. 1983). The 1983 UNESCO docu-
ment now uses ‘‘groundwater’’ as a single word.

Potential for Incomplete Understanding of
Hydrologic Concepts

Dictionaries searched for this commentary show an
incomplete definition of the term ‘‘hydrologic cycle.’’
The most recent version of Webster’s Third New Inter-
national Dictionary (2002) defines the hydrologic cycle as:

A complex sequence of conditions through which water
naturally passes from water vapor in the atmosphere

Table 1
Spelling Examples for Ground Water and Other Terms: Changes over Time

Word1 19452 20003 20024 20055 20086 20097

Floodplain N.L. Two One One One One
Flood stage N.L. N.L. Two N.L. N.L. N.L.
Floodwater N.L. One One One One One
Freshwater Two words, hyphenated One One One One One
Groundwater N.L. Two One One One One
Springwater N.L. N.L. One N.L. One One
Streambed N.L. One N.L. One One One
Streamflow N.L. One One N.L. N.L. One
Surface water N.L. N.L. Two N.L. N.L. N.L.
Wastewater N.L. N.L. N.L. N.L. One One
Watercourse One One One One One One
Watershed One One One One One One

‘‘N.L’’ means word is ‘‘not listed’’ in the dictionary as a compound word. ‘‘One’’ means the word is listed as one word. ‘‘Two’’ means the word is listed as two words.
1Words in this column are spelled in accordance with the reference in footnote 7, except where the compound word is not listed.
2Webster Collegiate Dictionary, Fifth Edition 1945.
3U.S. Government Printing Office Style Manual, 29th Edition 2000.
4Webster’s Third New International Dictionary of the English Language Unabridged 2002.
5The Merriam-Webster Dictionary 2005.
6Merriam-Webster Collegiate Dictionary, Eleventh Edition 2008.
7Merriam-Webster’s Online Dictionary 2009.
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through precipitation upon land or water surfaces and
ultimately back into the atmosphere as a result of evap-
oration and transpiration.

Similarly incomplete definitions are found in Merriam-
Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, Eleventh Edition (2008)
and Merriam-Webster’s Online Dictionary (2009). These
dictionary definitions neglect recognition of subsurface
components such as soil water and ground water. The sci-
entific concept that represents the continuous movement
of water above, on, and below the Earth’s surface has
escaped modern dictionary representations of the hydro-
logic cycle, even though surface water and ground water
represent the components most used by humans (Winter
et al. 1998).

Conclusions
Language and word use change with time. The sci-

ence community wants and works to improve the public’s
scientific understanding of water resources to sustain
their quality and availability. We need to listen to the lan-
guage used by others and what it means to our efforts to
improve water resources understanding. Modern dictio-
naries show the global community largely uses ‘‘ground-
water’’ as one word. This suggests a better awareness of
ground water as an important natural resource. Unlike the
term ‘‘groundwater,’’ the term ‘‘surface water’’ lacks com-
mon popular use and tends not to appear as a compound
word in dictionaries. Many other words serve as familiar
public references to surface water bodies. At the same
time, modern dictionaries incompletely define the term
‘‘hydrologic cycle,’’ ignoring the important role of ground
water. Much remains to be learned by and exchanged
within the science community as well as communicated
to others to improve scientific understanding of water re-
sources. It makes sense for those communicating hydro-
logic concepts to use the same language adopted by the
public. More importantly, the science community needs
to ensure that the public fully understands and accurately
defines the concepts.
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Editor’s Note: We invited Vicki Kretsinger Grabert to
write this article.
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