Using Plain Language to Improve Communications

The “before” and “after” versions of a sample letter illustrate plain language principles. 

Before

Dear Addressee:

The purpose of this letter is to acknowledge your recent inquiry regarding Public Health Service Form 000-000. 

Your questions were in reference to the timeframe for filing Form 000-000 and the requirement for grant applicants to file the form. Pursuant to regulations governing Form 000-000, all persons who intend to apply for grants from the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases shall complete and return this form by the end of the calendar year. It is important to note that if the form is not received in a timely manner, then we may be unable to process applications according to our standard deadlines. 

Additional information about the provisions of Form 000-000 can be found on our Web site, which is located at www.Form 000000.htm.

Please do not hesitate to contact me at the phone number listed above should you have any questions.

Sincerely yours,
Problems with this letter

· Passive voice
· Trite phrases and wordiness
· Negative language
· Form number needlessly repeated
· Closing encourages additional contact instead of resolving all likely questions and suggesting self-help resources

· Reference to “recent” letter – If correspondence is less than a month old, cite the date. If correspondence is more than a month old or you’re drafting a response for the Secretary, DHHS, refer to the content of the correspondence instead of its date.
After

Dear Addressee:

I received your August 26 letter about PHS Form 000-000. If you apply for a grant from NIAID, you must send us this form postmarked by December 31. We will process your application after we receive the form.

I hope this information answers your questions. For additional assistance, see www.Form 000000.htm.
Sincerely,

Key changes

· Active voice

· Concise sentences

· Direct statements

· Everyday words

· Personal pronouns

· Positive language

· “Must” instead of “shall”
