
Preventive vs. Preventative: Why the Shorter Word Wins (and Why You Should Use It) 
If you’ve ever paused mid-sentence wondering whether it’s preventive or preventative, 
congratulations! You’ve entered one of English’s silliest little turf wars. Here’s the plot twist: 
They mean the exact same thing. Both describe something used to stop something bad from 
happening, especially in medicine (think preventive medicine, preventative care). 

But here’s the thing: preventive isn’t just shorter. It’s the favorite child. It’s used far more 
often, sounds cleaner, and has been leading the trend since the 1600s. It’s also the 
recommended word per the CDC Style Guide. 

A Tale of Two Twins (One Just Talks More) 
For about 200 years, no one batted an eye at the twins preventive and preventative. Writers 
used them interchangeably, even in the same book. Daniel Defoe, for example, didn’t hesitate 
to sprinkle both throughout his work like a man who knew life was too short to argue about 
syllables. 

Then came the late 1700s, when some brave soul decided preventative was . . . suspicious. By 
the 1800s, dictionary editors were rolling their eyes at it. Usage guides declared it a 
“corruption.” Grammar sticklers had opinions. 

Meanwhile, preventive kept calmly doing what it always did: being shorter, more common, and 
(let’s be honest) more pleasant to say. 

Fast-forward to today, and most modern guides have loosened up. Few are outright angry at 
preventative anymore, but most still quietly nod toward preventive when asked which one to 
pick. And really, why wouldn’t you? It’s crisp, it’s efficient, and it doesn’t add an extra syllable 
just for decoration. 

If you want to sound polished, clear, and aligned with the Chicago Manual of Style, go with 
preventive. Team Preventive: saving syllables and stopping bad things from happening since 
the 1600s. 

https://developtraining.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/cdc-style-guide.pdf
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