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Key Words for Describing Forces 

Practise using these words to describe the forces on a diagram. 

name for force description / comments 

resultant force Overall effect taking into account all the forces acting on the object – 
including their size and direction; 

Forces in the same direction add. 

Forces in opposite directions tend to cancel out – take the smaller force 
from the bigger force. The resultant is the difference and is in the 
direction of the bigger force. 

reaction force This is a contact force e.g. when 

• one object sits on top of another one (person standing on trampoline 
or on ground); 

• when something leans against something else (person or ladder 
leaning against a wall); 

• when something hits something else (tennis racket hits ball). 

friction A force between two objects that opposes the sliding of one object past 
another. 

It provides grip (to get things moving – e.g. friction between shoes and 
floor allows you to push against the floor to get moving). 

It also opposes movement (e.g. in wheel bearings it gradually slows the 
wheel). 

counter force A resistive force that opposes the motion of a moving object, e.g. 

• air resistance opposing the motion of a cyclist, 

• drag opposing the motion of a swimmer, 

• rolling resistance from tyres opposing the motion of a car. 

Counter forces generally dissipate energy as wasted thermal energy. 

upthrust Buoyancy force – comes from being immersed in a fluid. Any object in 
water experiences an upthrust (if the object is less dense than water, the 
upthrust will be equal to the weight of the object when some of the 
object is above the water level, and we say the object is floating. 

Don’t use upthrust when you mean “upwards reaction force”. 

interaction pair / 
partner force 

All forces come in pairs – the two forces 

• act on different objects (the tyre pushes the road; the road pushes the 
tyre); 

• they are the same size; 

• in opposite directions; 

• of the same type (e.g. a pair of magnetic forces, a pair of gravitational 
forces, a pair of frcitional forces). 

weight The force acting on an object (downwards) from the gravitational pull of 
the planet. 

driving force Could be a frictional force – grip from the tyres of a vehicle, or from 
your shoes. 

Could be a thrust force from a rocket motor or jet engine. 

Could be a reaction force – a ball in contact with a hockey stick. 

 


