Carelink recommendations for NHS Trust website authors

Introduction


This is an aid to writing for the NHS Trust websites (and other publications).  The aim is to ensure consistency and clarity in communications.  Material that is easy to understand is more important than grammatical correctness.

We should all write in plain English all the time - nothing puts off an audience quicker than struggling to understand pretentious, obscure or long-winded material. When you use clear concise language, readers are more likely to believe you are being honest and open with them.

This guide has two main sections: a general style guide and some further recommendations.

So: keep your writing short and simple; avoid jargon and complicated words; if in doubt, leave out; don’t libel anyone or break patient confidentiality; publish only when certain of all your facts.

Part one: effective writing

There is no secret to good writing. Just stick to these simple rules:

· keep words and sentences as short as possible 

· avoid clichés and jargon 

· use active, rather than passive language

Keeping it short

People are more likely to understand shorter words. Short words are more direct and easier to read. The longer your words and sentences, the harder people have to work when reading them.

You can nearly always break up long sentences into more manageable chunks. Don’t worry about beginning sentences with and or but.

Never use a long or complex word where a short and simple word will do. If it is possible to cut out a word, cut it out.

Try to avoid abstract words and be specific: Get into the habit of writing directly and clearly. Words stand for ideas, objects and feelings. Vagueness comes from the failure to marry word to idea. For example: What is an issue, or a development?

Each example below is rewritten using specific words which are shorter, more interesting or readable:

The conference venue has seating for 600.
The conference seats 600.

They accepted employment on a part-time basis.
They accepted part-time work.

Another issue concerning Melchester Care NHS Trust is the problem of failure of service users to attend their appointments.
The trust is also worried about the number of users who don’t turn up for appointments.
 

	Don't use
	Do use 

	the general public
	the public

	facilitate
	ease/help

	in advance of
	before

	is of the opinion
	believes

	put in an appearance
	appeared

	with reference to
	about/regarding

	concept
	idea

	commence
	start/begin

	endeavour
	try

	remuneration
	pay/fee




Avoid clichés

Clichés slip into everyday speech, but should be avoided when you write.

Try not to use a metaphor, simile, or other figure of speech which you are used to seeing or hearing. People fall into the trap of using an easy cliché rather than really thinking about what they are trying to say.

Once you realise you have repeated an expression which sounds slightly clever, think of something original in its place.

Avoid jargon

Jargon is useful shorthand between professionals with similar levels of knowledge but excludes anyone who is not part of that select group.  Try to use the language of everyday speech.  You’ll also find a less formal word is often shorter. Always write with words your readers will understand but don’t patronise them.

Keep active

Never use the passive where the active will do. Put the doer before the verb i.e. Sarah wrote the report, not the report was written by Sarah. Active writing is more direct and vigorous. It makes your writing briefer, more interesting and easier to understand.

A good trick for spotting passive expressions, and other types of wordiness, is to look for the verb to be in all its forms. You can sometimes cut out the phrase to be with no change in meaning.

Here are some examples of passive sentences, followed by a rewritten, active version:

Commitment to working flexibly within a multidisciplinary team is essential.
You must be committed to working flexibly within a multidisciplinary team.

There were riots in several cities last night in which several shops were burned.
Rioters burnt shops in several cities last night.

Jones was arrested by the police.
Police arrested Jones.

Writers’ tips

Gather all the information you need then answer these questions: who, what, where, when, why and how much? One minute spent organising a mass of details will save several minutes in writing.

Ask yourself: who am I writing for?

Write not just to be understood - but so you can’t be misunderstood.

Plan a structure. All written material needs impact at the beginning and at the end.

If you are using a word processor like Microsoft Word, use the spellchecker and readability features (see later). But don’t rely solely on these.  Always read the printed version yourself too.

In line with the NHS Corporate Guidelines all typed text should be in typefaces called Frutiger or Arial and nothing should be printed in a type size below 12 point.

If your writing looks hard to read, it is hard to read.  If it contains mistakes or lacks key facts your readers will give up and stop reading it.

Line after line of text unrelieved by paragraph breaks is boring.  Aim for short sentences.  Length depends a little on the audience.  Usually 15 25 are enough.

Paragraphs of two to four sentences are ideal. Paragraphs longer than this should be reserved for detailed or technical explanations.

Vary sentence length, structure and vocabulary variety is the main ingredient in the art of writing.

Don’t include words that add little or nothing to sense or meaning.

Never repeat a word in a single passage. Look for a word or phrase that means the same.

Write with verbs and nouns, not adjectives and adverbs.

Use punctuation carefully: once you have more than two commas in a sentence you probably have enough. The full stop is your best friend!

Always put the apostrophe in the right place.  If in doubt, check.

Use a colon to introduce a quote.

Keep cross-references to a minimum: divide complicated copy into vertical lists rather than have a succession of semi-colons and commas.

Plain is best

After your first draft, go back a little later to review what you’ve written. Try to cut 10 per cent of any first draft, no matter how good you think it is.

Good grammar - it helps

Try to keep to the rules of grammar, but don’t be too inflexible.  Remember language evolves: what is judged inappropriate, or plain wrong today can be everyday usage tomorrow.

When you’re sure your article is as good as you can make it, ask a colleague to check it.


Part two:  Further suggestions

Abbreviations

Perhaps one of the biggest language pitfalls within the NHS is using abbreviations or acronyms.

While ‘NHS’ is a household name and does not need to be spelled out as the National Health Service, there are lots of terms in all areas of the trust which will need clarification.
Abbreviations should be spelt out in capitals with no punctuation, e.g. TUC; NSPCC; BBC.  Unless an abbreviation is so familiar that it is used more often than the full form, write the words in full on first appearance, with the abbreviation in brackets, e.g. Trade Union Congress (TUC).

Once you have given the full name, you can revert to the abbreviation, but try not to overdo it.  People could still get confused.
Acronyms are pronounced as words, e.g. Scuba, self contained underwater breathing apparatus. Use a capital letter for the first initial only.

Capital letters

The general rule is: initial capital letters are used for all proper nouns like the names of organisations, people, places and trade names. Capitals break the flow of the text. If in doubt, use lower case.
Initial capitals should be used for organisations, but only when quoting the name in full, e.g. Melchester NHS Trust. If the full name is not used then refer to: the trust.

The same applies to groups e.g. Improving Working Lives Group but not to: the group.

Job titles should be in lower case, e.g. social worker; nurse.

Points of the compass: use capitals only when they are part of a recognised place name: e.g. North West Development Agency otherwise:  the north, the west, the north west.

Collective nouns

A health trust, government, a party, a council or a department are all it, and take a singular verb.
 So use: The trust was formed in April and Melchester Care NHS Trust will announce its budget next week.

When writing stick to this simple rule and the other words flow easier, such as: the trust has just held its annual meeting.
Generalising collective nouns (e.g. men) referring to professions or occupations take a plural verb and are referred to by a plural pronoun, e.g. “the police are looking for a masked gunman and they want witnesses to come forward”.

Writing for the website

There are a number of specific requirements for authors and approvers to be aware of in writing for the websites

Dates

Should be written like this:

· 25 July 2003 

· 25 July 

· 1990s 

(no apostrophe)

Punctuation

Don’t use a hyphen for a dash, which is twice as long.  Only hyphenate when two or more words are read as one, or someone has a hyphenated name.

Dashes can be used in pairs for explanations, afterthoughts or to replace commas if there are already too many in a sentence. There shouldn’t be more than one pair per sentence and ideally not more than one pair per paragraph. Over use lessens the impact.

Inverted commas: use double inverted commas when quoting direct speech; single inverted commas when quoting within quotes.  Sometimes you will need to use single inverted commas to show a word is being used ironically or in an unusual sense.

Don’t use full stops after headings.

There is no apostrophe in the plurals of groups of letters and numbers as in MPs, 1990s and in whys and wherefores. But the apostrophe indicates the plural of single letters: As and Bs, Ps and Qs.

Bold and italics

Moderation is essential. Too many will confuse the reader.  If used sparingly, bold and italic type can help identify subject changes and can give the printed page visual interest. 

Corporate identity

Identity is important. It affects how people think and feel about the NHS in general as well as any specific organisation.

Trusts should use the principles laid down in the NHS Identity Guidelines. These underpin the branding of the NHS, and the trust within the wider structure.

Spell checking

Microsoft Word has spell checking and readability features, but don’t rely on these totally.
Spell checkers can change a word which alters the whole sense of a report.

When spell checking Microsoft Word documents, ensure your spell check language is set to English UK and not English US.

You can set the language by clicking your tools menu bar, selecting set language, click the highlighted English UK, and click Default and OK.

Patient confidentiality

Details which identify individual patients should not be given. Trusts protect the identities of patients, service users and carers, and identification is only permitted under strict rules, which involves consultation and consent. Staff have similar rights. 
Defamation
A website is considered a publication in legal terms and the laws of libel apply.  Defamation is to attack the reputation or speak ill of someone.  If an approver has a worry about whether to publish, they should refrain from doing so. 

Graphics

Use well-drawn pictures that are easy to understand by the reader or viewer. They can be modern or stylised as long as they are still clear and professional. This applies particularly to clip-art.  Sensible judgement needs to used with these principles to help choose the right images.  Humour is very subjective so avoid the funny approach unless you are sure that you can use it in a way that still shows care, respect and professionalism.

Graphics for the website

Make sure images on the site reinforce NHS values and principles and that they add meaning to the site. Don’t use clip-art images; they don’t add to the NHS reputation as a professional organisation. Try not to use animation, as it will be inaccessible to many users. 

Plain English test

Microsoft Word has a readability test, which can help you. Microsoft Word checks spelling and grammar and then it can display readability scores. Each readability score bases its rating on the average number of syllables per word and words per sentence.  To access readability scores go to the menu bar in Word, click tools, click spelling and grammar, click options, click box readability.

Flesch Reading Ease score

Rates text on a 100-point scale; the higher the score, the easier the text is to understand. For most standard documents, aim for a score of approximately 60 to 70.

Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level score

Rates text against US school grades. For example, a score of 8.0 means that an eighth grader can understand the document. For most standard documents, aim to score approximately 7.0 to 8.0.

Microsoft Word also tells you the percentage of your sentences that are passive. If 25 per cent or more of your sentences are passive, you should try and reduce this to 10 per cent or less.

The advice in section one of this guide should help you improve your score. Generally, by using shorter words, shorter sentences and writing as you would speak, you will achieve better scores. If you cannot spot problem areas, try highlighting single paragraphs or sections and using the spelling and grammar check to see if they are scoring particularly highly, and work on them.

Aim for the above scores when writing for the public. To access readability scores go to the menu bar in Word, click tools, click spelling and grammar, click options, click box readability.

This style guide has a Flesch Reading Ease score of 60 and a Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level of 8.0.
