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Challenges and solutions for communicating effectively with the public

The benefits of plain English
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Literacy is …





1. Our aim is to help more people improve their skills. 



2. Our aim is get more public facing organisations to adopt a 

whole-organisation approach to literacy and numeracy.

• Plain English Service

• Plain English Mark

• Literacy Advisory services

We work with:

• Health – HSE, Department of 

Health, doctors, pharmacies, 

non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs)

• Department of Environment, 

local authorities, libraries, 

community groups

• DEASP

• Revenue

• Finance, law, energy Sector







Mapping the public journey

Reception
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leaflets, 
forms

Speaking Written information
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More effective 
services

Better customer 
experience 

Clearer 
understanding and 

better 
communication

Save time and 
money 

Better and equal 
access

Greater 
participation



Getting your message across better 

Plain English
Plain 

numbers
Plain 

speaking

Spoken 
communication is 
two-way, so at any 
point you can be 
the sender or the 
receiver.

A way to present information 
so that the user can 
understand it the first time 
they hear or read it.

.



Top five plain English writing tips

• Think of the person you are writing to and why you are writing

• Be personal and direct

• Keep it simple

• Define or spell out any unavoidable jargon and abbreviations

• Keep sentences to an average of 15 to 20 words



Short sentences

• When the average sentence length in a piece was less than 

eight words long, readers understood 100 percent of the story.

• Even at 14 words, they could comprehend more than 90 

percent of the information.

• But move up to 43-word sentences, and comprehension 

dropped below 10 percent.



48 words

I have concluded that the director has exhibited a serious deficiency in 

judgment involving matters contained in the report and that he does 

not command the respect and confidence needed to lead the bureau 

and the law enforcement community in addressing the many issues 

facing law enforcement today.



7 words ‘He was not doing a good job’



• Slimming down (processes don’t diet)

• Foster (unless it is children)

• Agenda (unless it is for a meeting)

• Deliver (pizzas, post and services are delivered)

• Deploy (unless it is military or software)

• Key (unless it unlocks something)

• Promote (unless you are talking about an ad campaign or some other promotion)

• Strengthening (unless it’s strengthening bridges or other structures)

• Tackling (unless it is rugby, football or some other sport)

• Transforming (what are you actually doing to change it?)

• Going forward (unlikely we are giving travel directions)



• 95% of Irish adults are in favour of 
organisations providing information in 
plain English. 

• 48% find official documents difficult to 
understand. 

People want information in plain English















It makes good business sense

• Clearer information is shown  to improve staff performance.  It reduces 

mistakes and leads to fewer complaints. 

• When you use plain English, you can provide a more efficient customer 

service. Customers understand your information the first time they read it. 

• You will comply with new and upcoming legal requirements. Plain English 

gives people information they understand  and enables them to make 

informed choices.







https://www.youtube.com/user/Takethefirststepnala
• https://youtu.be/yftTkNktaTs
• https://youtu.be/XJF35vRSRpA
• https://youtu.be/S34P92fQpck

https://youtu.be/yftTkNktaTs
https://youtu.be/yftTkNktaTs
https://youtu.be/XJF35vRSRpA
https://youtu.be/S34P92fQpck

