
Plain Language 
Getting Your Message Across 
 

Clean Water Summit 

 

September 12, 2013 

 



With everything you publish, your audience 

should be able to: 

• Find what they need 

• Understand what they find 

• Use that information to meet their needs 

  

What is plain language? 
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Does it work? 

• Increased audience satisfaction and 

understanding of message 

• Increased access to services and 

benefits 

• Increased compliance with regulations 

• Decreased costs – fewer phone calls 

and reduced printing and mailing costs 
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How to apply plain language 

• Define your audience and goal 
– What key information does your audience need? 

• Write clear, concise text 
– Avoid acronyms and jargon 

– Include only what your audience needs 

• Organize to reinforce your message 
– Put key information in the most obvious location 

– Use headings to make it scannable 
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Example – car safety 

From the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration 
This is a multipurpose passenger vehicle which will handle and maneuver 

differently from an ordinary passenger car, in driving conditions which may 

occur on streets and highways and off road. As with other vehicles of this 

type, if you make sharp turns or abrupt maneuvers, the vehicle may roll over 

or may go out of control and crash. You should read driving guidelines and 

instructions in the Owner's Manual, and WEAR YOUR SEAT BELTS AT ALL 

TIMES.  
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Example – 

revised 

IRS 

Account 

Notice 
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Example – jury instructions 

Studies show that most jurors do not fully 

understand instructions from judges. 

• Majority thought “malice aforethought” meant a 

murder must be committed with a mallet 
 

Before: “A preponderance of the evidence” 

• More than 50% believed it meant “a slow and 

careful pondering of evidence” 

After: “More likely than not” 
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Example – 500px photo site 

Fine print includes plain language explanations 
 

User Conduct (legal version is 571 words): 

“Basically,  

You cannot use our site to post pornographic 

material, harass people, send spam, negatively 

vote on all photos, and do other crazy stuff. Be 

reasonable and responsible, don't do anything 

stupid and you'll be fine.” 
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Example – Pollution Control Agency 

Calm to light winds will limit pollutant 

dispersion in Minneapolis-St. Paul, allowing 

particle concentrations to increase. In 

addition, a morning temperature inversion 

has reduced atmospheric mixing. … These 

conditions, combined with regional 

pollutant carryover from previous days, will 

keep AQI levels Moderate. 
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Example – Pollution Control Agency 

After 
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Examples 

Text 

Plain language: where do we go 

from here 

Old Absentee Voting page New Absentee Voting page 



Examples 

Text 

Old Juvenile Detention Center page New Juvenile Detention Center page 



Examples of non-plain language 

From a letter to a body donor 

 

Dear ____, 

The receipt of your pre-death whole body 

donation consent form is acknowledged.  
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Can you improve it? 

A person fueling a motor vehicle must be 

in close attendance to the dispenser 

nozzle during the fueling process. 

 

You must remain near the pump while 

fueling. 
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Plain language resources 

• www.plainlanguage.gov 
Federal plain language information 

• www.centerforplainlanguage.org 
National organization dedicated to promoting 

plain language 

• www.hennepin.us/plainlanguageguide  
Hennepin County resource with tips, 

examples, and a link to our writing style guide 
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Questions? 

Brian Lieb, Hennepin County 
Brian.lieb@co.hennepin.mn.us 

612-543-1276 

 

 

Keep it simple.  

The more you say, the less people remember. 
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