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Tony works at a startup that’s developing a 

wristband that can instantly identify and 

count bacteria in blood. He begins his 

product description with these words: “A 

miniature X-ray sensor scans autoinducers 

and  phenotypes…”  I soon realise that Tony 

has a problem. He has to present his 

company’s product to a panel of investors 

who know as much as I do about biology. 

Therefore, I ask him to introduce his product  

in a more didactic manner.  

Explain Ideas Indirectly 

People sometimes don’t understand explanations but do get meanings 

when helped with analogies, stories, or even questions.  

Use figurative language 

Metaphorical language helps listeners incorporate new ideas by seeing 

them through familiar concepts, as in “This company is like a family” or 

“Life is a long journey.”  

Tony—a student in one of my advanced classes—came back a week 

later with a simile to explain his X-ray sensor: “Imagine that you’re driving 

along a highway with a camera that transmits cars’ number plates and 

sends them to a central unit that matches them to traffic records. You 

can immediately know how many Fords, Toyotas or Fiats are on the road. 

Our wristband works the same way, but with an X-ray camera and 

bacteria instead of cars.” 

How to apply figurative language in a business setting? One way is to 

look for a simile and use the verb to be or add like or as.  “Business is a 

game. There are winners and losers”, “Our machines are like the Ferraris 

of the textile industry” or ”This motorcycle is as eco-friendly as a bicycle”. 

Here are some analogies I picked from the Internet: 
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Ask questions 

Questions work well to introduce ideas, as they allow listeners to come to 

conclusions step by step and absorb new information gradually. Here’s a 

dialogue where a teacher leads a student towards learning 

comparative adjectives, such as older or younger.  

The teacher starts by asking if anyone in class has brothers or sisters. 

Barbara raises her hand. 

“I have a brother and a sister.”  

“How old are they?” 

“My brother’s twenty-four and my sister’s nineteen.” 

 “What about you? Are you in the middle?” 

“Yes. My sister’s more young and my brother’s more old.” 

“Thanks. However, we say younger and older. Could you repeat that?” 

“Yes. My sister is younger and my brother is older.” 

Questions, when properly asked, generate interest and sometimes help 

people incorporate ideas effortlessly, as if they had come to the answer 
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on their own.  Barbara discovered comparative adjectives almost 

naturally and will seldom get them wrong again. 

Tell a story 

As a teacher, I know that the most direct road is not always the best.  I 

used to explain comparative adjectives by writing them on the board 

and providing a definition. However, I soon learn it was the wrong 

strategy. 

Now I either lead students through questions—as we’ve already seen—or 

tell them a simple anecdote: “My brother Michael’s younger than me 

but a much better cook so when we shared a flat many years ago he 

used to cook and I would wash the dishes. The result? We’re both older 

now but he’s still a better cook!”  

I never say I’m using comparative adjectives (younger, better, older) 

because everyone picks them up from the context. I then ask students 

for examples of people who are younger or older. And if the lesson runs 

smoothly I sometimes stretch things a bit and ask who’s the youngest in 

class, throwing a superlative in! Everyone understands everything 

immediately. 

Tony? He told us this story: “Our general manager, Dr Panero, was flying 

to Australia with a prototype of our wristband when they asked on the PA 

system if there was a medic on board. An elderly woman had 

developed high fever. After checking her vital signs he decided to try 

our prototype on her. The result? He found Escherichia coli in her blood, 

which meant she had most probably developed a severe case of urinary 

tract infection. He gave her paracetamol to lower her temperature and 

asked for an ambulance to be waiting on arrival. If it hadn’t been for our 

device, she could have waited hours for a diagnosis.”  

Andrew’s advice? Sometimes the best route is not the most direct one. 

Consider telling a story, making an analogy or even asking questions 

before you explain complex ideas.  

 

 

Want to improve your English? Learn at your 

office with English for Business. Contact us at 

www.englishforbusiness.es or at 902 108 127. 
 

http://www.englishforbusiness.es/
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