
Common Usage Errors 
 

Accept  
vs. Except 

 Accept means to admit or approve. 
 

 Except means to exclude or exempt.  
 

Affect  
vs. Effect 

 Affect means to influence. 

 Affect is almost always a verb. 
 

 Effect is a result. 

 Effect is essentially a noun. 
 

Cite  
vs. Site 

 Cite means to quote or refer to. 

 Cite to give credit. 
 

 Site refers to a location. 

 Surf websites. 
 

Complement 
vs. Compliment 

 Complement means something that completes 
something else. 

 

 Compliment means a positive remark. 

 Complimentary can also refer to something that’s free, 
like complimentary refills of a drink. 
 

Conscience  
vs. Conscious 

 Conscience means a sense of right and wrong. 
 

 Conscious means an awareness of your existence, 
sensations, thoughts, or actions. 

 

Continual  
vs. Continuous 

 Continual implies prolonged succession or recurrence. 

 Continual implies intervals. 
 

 Continuous implies an uninterrupted flow of events.  

 Continuous events are contiguous—they touch. 
 

Disinterested  
vs. Uninterested 

 Disinterested means unbiased or not influenced by 
personal advantage. 

 Disinterested is involved, but not divisive. 

 

 Uninterested means not interested. 

 Uninterested is uninvolved. 
 

Ensure  
vs. Insure 

 Ensure means to make sure. 

 Ensure is to guarantee. 
 

 Insure means too back financially, particularly against 
loss. 



  Common Usage Errors 

 
 

 Insure involves income. 

Farther  
vs. Further 

 Farther means a more distant place. 

 Farther indicates physical distance that you can 
measure. It’s far. 

 

 Further means at a later time or place; it also means to a 
greater degree. 

 Further means philosophical distance.  
 

Fewer  
vs. Less 

 Fewer means a smaller number (which you can count). 
 

 Less means a smaller amount (which you cannot count). 
 

 Remember—Fewer calories (something you can count) 
means less exercise (something you cannot count). 

 

Lay  
vs. Lie 

 Lay means to put or place. 

 Lay is something you do to a thing. 
 

 Lie means to rest or recline. 

 Lie is something you do to yourself. 
 

Who  
vs. That  

vs. Which 

 Who is used when you refer to people. 
 

 That refers to groups.  

 That often starts a restrictive clause, a clause that is 
essential to the sentence’s meaning. 
 

 Which refers to a group.  

 Which often starts a nonrestrictive clause, a clause 
which adds information but doesn’t change the meaning 
of the sentence. 
 

Who  
vs. Whom 

 Who is a pronoun used for someone who performs the 
action. 

 

 Whom is a pronoun used for the person who receives the 
action. 

 

 If you can substitute the word he in the sentence and it 
still makes sense, the correct pronoun is who. 

 

 If you can substitute the word him in the sentence and it 
still makes sense, the correct pronoun is whom. Him and 
whom both end in the letter m.  

 

 


