
TELL IT TO ME 
STRAIGHT 

Plain Language in Public Health Communication 



“If you can’t explain something simply,  
you don’t understand it very well.” 

 
Albert Einstein 



What is Plain Language? 
 

• Communication that your audience or    
readers can understand the first time 
they hear or read it. 
 

• Language that is simple, clear, direct and 
uses common words.  
 



Goals of Plain Language 

 Help the reader find what they need 
 

 Help the reader understand what they find 
 

 Help the reader use what they find to meet 
their needs 

 

  If your message doesn’t do all three,  

it’s not plain language. 
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Why use Plain Language? 
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 We’re all busy people.   

 We don’t want to waste time trying to 
translate difficult, wordy documents.  

 In this age of information overload, we 
often want to scan, not read. 

 32 million U.S. adults can’t read. 



 

Plain Language is NOT: 
 
 Imprecise 
 An attempt to “dumb-down” information 
 Stripping out necessary technical/legal information 
 Just editorial “polishing” after you finish writing 
 Something state leaders, legislators will never go for 
 Easy  
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Plain Language Myths 



Before and After 
Before 
The plan covering the patient as a dependent child of a person whose date 
of birth occurs earlier in the calendar year shall be primary over the plan 
covering the patient as a dependent of a person whose date of birth occurs 
later in the calendar year provided.  

 

After 
What happens if my spouse and I both have health coverage for our 
child? 
 
If your child is covered under more than one insurance policy, the policy of 
the adult whose birthday is earlier in the year pays the claim first. For 
example: Your birthday is in March; your spouse’s birthday is in May. March 
comes earlier in the year than May, so your policy will pay for your child’s 
claim first.  
 
 
 



Before and After 



“The key to making things understandable 
is to understand what it’s like to not 

understand.” 
 

Richard Saul Wurman 



Important Questions to Ask 

Why does the user need to read your document? 
 

What questions might the reader ask? 
 

In what order will they ask the questions? 
 

What is the most important information so the 
reader can find it quickly? 



Make Information Easy to 
Find 
For most materials use:  

• descriptive titles 
• descriptive images 
• descriptive headers that carry the    

message 
• bolded headers and sub-headers 





Improved Readability 

• Good use of white space 
• Descriptive headers 
• Good use of bullets 
• Short paragraphs 
• Clear relevant images 





Provide Information that 
Actually IS Easy to Read 
• Use short, familiar words, when possible 
• Use sentences that are short, but not choppy 
• Aim for 20 words per sentence or fewer 
• Treat only one subject in each sentence 
• Provide pronunciation guides, when 

appropriate 
  





Make Information Easy to 
Relate To 
  Check with intended audiences to determine if  
information seems to be: 
  • personally relevant 
  • acceptable and non-offensive 
  • believable 
  • persuasive, convincing     
  • practical and easy to respond to 



Believable & Sensitive 
Messages 
• Address real barriers 
• Offer practical choices 
• If using Q&A format, use “I” in the  

questions and “you” in the text 
• Anticipate questions an informed reader    

is likely to ask 





Active vs. Passive Voice 
Passive voice  

The subject is no longer active, but is, instead, being acted upon by the 
verb. 

The letter was mailed by Sandie. 

The building will be leased by MDHHS. 

 

Active Voice 

The subject of the sentence performs the action expressed in the verb. 

Sandie mailed the letter. 

MDHHS will lease the building. 

 



Passive voice  

Can disguise who does what: 

The memo was written yesterday. 

Active voice 
Makes it clear who does what:  

The Director wrote the memo yesterday. 
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Why Avoid the Passive Voice? 

Is wordy: 
The application must be completed by 
the applicant and received by the 
finance office at the time designated 
by that office. 

Is awkward: 
Consultation from respondents was 
obtained to determine the estimated 
burden. 

Is concise:   
We must receive your completed 
application by the deadline we 
establish. 

Is natural: 
We consulted with respondents to 
determine the estimated burden. 





Abbreviations and Acronyms 

• Readers complain more about abbreviations 
and   acronyms than about any other feature 
of bureaucratic writing. 
 

• Using abbreviations turns your material into a 
research project for readers. 
 



Use Everyday Words 
 

additional     extra 

applicant     you 

complete     fill in 

ensure     make sure 

in the event of    if 

implement    start 

per     as 

per annum     a year 

prior to     before 

regarding     about 

terminate    end/cancel 

 



Plain Language Resources 

National Institutes of Health – Health Literacy Initiative 
www.nih.gov/clearcommunication/plainlanguage.htm 
 

Plainlanguage.gov 
 

Center for Plain Language – www.centerforplainlanguage.org 
 

CDC Clear Communication Index 

http://www.cdc.gov/ccindex/ 
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