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How to write clearly for 

newsletters, publications and websites 
 

Introduction 
 
This guide is intended for IFAD project staff writing in English. Whether you are 
writing reports for IFAD, newsletters or websites, in this guide you will find hints 

that will help you to write clearly and make sure your message ends up in your 
readers’ heads and not in their wastepaper baskets. ‘Plain language’ makes a 
text clearer and more readable. It does not reduce the complexity or the 

substance of the topic. 
 

Put the reader first 
 
WHO are you writing for? Imagine the person you are writing for. Imagine how 
they will react to your article.  

 
The following people are likely to read IFAD publications: 

 
• professionals in multilateral organizations including the United Nations and 

international financial institutions  

• professionals in bilateral organizations including donors and members of 
IFAD’s Executive Board 

• officials working in governments and public institutions  
• development consultants 
• project staff in the region  
• IFAD staff  
• members of NGOs and civil society  

• researchers  
• university students  
• members of private sector organizations  

 
WHAT are you writing? Always bear in mind the people you are writing for: not 

your boss, but the end users. Whatever you are writing – a technical report, a 
speech or an article you can enhance its impact by WRITING CLEARLY.  

 
Try to see your subject matter from your readers’ point of view. Try not to bore 
them. Readers react to urgency. They are in a hurry. They want to see 

something new, the latest development. They react to photographs and will 
often read the caption of a good photo rather than the article. Don’t 

overestimate their knowledge, interest or patience. 
 
HOW long will a reader spend on each page? Not long. You MUST put the most 

important information AT THE TOP of the page (what is most interesting not for 
you but for the reader). Start with the LATEST. Similarly, the most interesting 

information should come at the beginning of every section, paragraph, sentence 
and page and NOT IN THE CONCLUSION.  
 

“The most valuable of all talents is that of never using two words when one 

will do.” Thomas Jefferson 
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AVOID REPETITION, it slows readers down and is only good in speeches. Use 
SHORT AND POWERFUL SENTENCES of maximum 25 words. Long, unclear text 

discourages readers. Focus on one idea in each sentence. Eliminate superfluous 
words and phrases, such as moreover and thus, and remove unnecessary 

preambles. Clarify ambiguous wording and constructions. 
 
Reduce the length of PARAGRAPHS aiming for an average paragraph length of 

three to four sentences. Cover one topic in each paragraph. Provide links to 
access more detailed information.  

 
USE PLAIN WORDS. Replace abstract language with concrete words. Avoid 
stringing together or overusing words such as: aspects, amenities, concepts, 

devices, elements, facilities, factors, functions, inputs, operations, outputs, 
processes, resources, sectors, structures, systems, variables. See The A-Z of 

alternative words at www.plainenglish.co.uk/files/alternative.pdf and Chapter 2 
in the Oxford Guide to Plain English. 
 

Avoid JARGON intended for general audiences. Use jargon appropriately in 
technical materials, and define specialized terms or include a glossary. Spell out 

ABBREVIATIONS and minimize the use of ACRONYMS. When editing your own 
work, you can easily reduce it by half. When editing others’ work, you can often 

reduce it to a third of its original length.  
 
The more effort put in by the writer, the less effort needed by the reader. 
 

“So what?” test 
 
Ask yourself SO WHAT? as a test for everything you write. You don’t want to 

limit yourself to only describing features of your project activities. Asking ‘So 
what?’ will remind you that readers also want to know the benefits of such 
activities. Start with the result. If you start with result, you are more likely to 

note important details you may have omitted.  
 

For example, your project is implementing some interesting sanitary schemes. 
So what? This means that poor rural people will finally have improved sanitary 
conditions, as opposed to the conditions they lived in before. This will improve 

hygiene and limit the spread of disease. 
 

Don’t be tempted to provide too much detail. Ask yourself: “Does the reader 
really need to know this?” 
 

Use verbs, not nouns 
 
A simple way to be clearer in writing in English is to turn nouns into verbs. A 

common mistake in writing is to use ‘nominalizations’ – words ending in “-ion” 
and two or three words instead of using one. Nominalization sends your readers 

to sleep. English prefers verbs to nouns.  
 

“Write what you want to read. The person you know best in this world is you. 

Listen to yourself. If you are excited by what you are writing, you have a 
much better chance of putting that excitement over to a reader.” 

Robin McKinley, Writer 
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So change: 
 

Through the implementation of  to implementing… 
In the provision of     to providing… 

Conduct an evaluation of   to evaluate… 
Perform an assessment of  to assess… 
 

Turning nouns into verbs makes a text shorter and clearer. So change: 
 

IFAD came to an agreement to the effect that a study should be carried out by 
the consultants into the feasibility of the provision of national funding.  
To: 

IFAD agreed that the consultants should study the feasibility of providing 
national funding. 

. 

Use active voice, not passive 
 
Another simple way to be clearer is to use verbs in the active voice (“the project 

implemented the irrigation schemes”) rather than the passive (“the irrigation 
schemes were implemented by the project”). Passives can make sentences 
longer and less clear. Actives name the person who carries out the action, and 

this makes the sentence clearer. English prefers the active to the passive voice. 
So change: 

 
A recommendation was made by the project that IFAD’s attention be paid 
to improving the M&E system. 

To: 
The project recommended that IFAD considers improving the M&E system. 

 
The grant proposal was approved in December 2004. 

To: 
The Executive Board [the agent] approved [active voice] the grant proposal in 
December 2004. 

 
Remember that before publishing an article or a publication, IFAD editors edit 

the text. By writing vague English without mentioning the actor, you are asking 
editors to guess what you mean and as a result they may come up with a 
different solution. For example: 

 
“It is required that audit reports are submitted on time.” 

Who requires it? CPMs? IFAD’s Finance Department?  
 
You can make an exception when: 

• there is no need to indicate who was responsible for the action, as it is 
obvious (“All IFAD project staff are encouraged to write clearly”) 

• you don’t know who is acting (“The funds have already been disbursed”) 
• the receiver of the action is more important than the actual actor (“One of 

the most controversial members of IFAD has been contacted by the BBC”) 

• you want to avoid assigning blame (“The advice on using the new system 
for sharing knowledge has been disregarded”) 

“Write to be understood, speak to be heard, read to grow…” 

Lawrence Clark Powell, Writer 
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Use positive verbs, not negative  
 
EMPHASIZE THE POSITIVE. Or try to avoid grammatical constructions revolving 
around the word “not”.  This is because negative sentences give readers 
problems. They can confuse the reader. Psychologists can actually measure the 

delay in properly understanding a sentence with the word “not” in it. 
 

Take a sentence: “Not even government offices can escape from health and 
safety requirements” and change it to “Even government offices have to take 
into account health and safety requirements”. You will find that a construction 

such as “Not only this, but also that” can almost always be turned into “Both this 
and that”. Readers will find it much clearer. So change: 

 
The programme will implement stand-alone home solar systems in poor remote 

households in villages where the grid will not reach. 
To: 
The programme will implement stand-alone home solar systems in poor remote 

households in villages that are off the grid. 
 

Not only does the project promote the development of rural infrastructure, but 
it also contributes to the development of local tourism. 
To: 

The project both promotes the development of rural infrastructure and 
contributes to the development of local tourism. 

 
A project proposal will not be approved unless it meets the following criteria… 
To: 

A project proposal will be approved only if it meets the following criteria… 
 

Bullet lists 
 
If the bullet points are full sentences, start each point with a capital letter and 

finish with a full stop. For example: 
 
Within developing countries, poor people often bear the brunt of disasters for the 

following reasons:  
- They live in areas that are more vulnerable to floods, hurricanes and 

earthquakes.  
- They lack access to formal risk-sharing mechanisms such as insurance, 

which would compensate for lost assets.  

 
If they are not complete sentences, start each point with a lower case letter and 

finish with no punctuation at the end, even for the last item on the list. Such as: 
 
The exhibition displayed pictures of how life was reconstructed and rehabilitated 

in the tsunami-affected areas of Indonesia:  
- children in front of one of the newly built schools  

- fisherfolk in their new boats displaying their daily catch  
- local farmers planting seeds and turning the soil  

“Short stories can be rather stark and bare unless you put in the right details. 

Details make stories human, and the more human a story can be, the better.” 
V. S. Pritchett, Writer 
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Remember to put parallel ideas in parallel grammatical form. For example: 
 

The main objectives of the regional strategy are: 
- empowering poor rural people 

- enabling poor rural people to take advantage of market opportunities 
- promoting policy dialogue 
- developing partnerships and coalitions 

- learning from experience and disseminating knowledge instead of 
 

Acronyms 
 
Use acronyms only when they are really necessary, or where they are better 

known than the spelled-out form. Even when the latter is the case, use the 
spelled-out form the first time it appears in the text, with the acronym in 
brackets immediately afterwards. Thereafter, use the acronym.  

 
Acronyms such as WGPAP (West Guangxi Poverty-Alleviation Project) and JCTDP 

(Jharkhand-Chattisgarh Tribal Development Project) look unattractive. They 
might mean something to the author, but they mean nothing to the reader. Try 
to avoid them. Don’t assume the reader will understand them. When referring to 

a specific project, spell out the name first and use “the project” thereafter, 
rather than the acronym. 

 

Effective headlines 
 
A really good headline can save readers a lot of time. Headlines should therefore 
be in big letters and should get the most space because readers see them first. 
To produce effective headlines, writers and sub-editors should: 

 
- Think about THREE KEY WORDS and remember WHO, WHAT, WHY. 

- Tell the story offering as much information as possible in six to eight 
words, possibly in one line. 

- Push words around to come up with formulations that have maximum 

impact. 
- Use short words and put the most important ones first. 

- Use active verbs. For example, “Alliances help Mongolian herders adapt to 
climate change”; “Developing value chains in food-insecure conditions of 
Laos”; “Microfinance helps young migrants explore development 

opportunities”; “IFAD report reveals the latest development in…”.  
 

Standfirsts 
 
A standfirst is a little advert under the headline that sells the article by hinting at 
the benefits readers will gain from reading it. A standfirst should tell the reader 

what the article is about and persuade him or her to read it. It is usually bold or 
in different font so it stands out from the main text.  

 

“Short stories are designed to deliver their impact in as few pages as 

possible.   A tremendous amount is left out, and a good short story writer 
learns to include only the most essential information.”  

Orson Scott Card, Writer 



 

6 

Journalistic research shows that 80 per cent of readers do not read full articles, 
but they do read standfirsts. A good standfirst can be more effective than the 

rest of the article. Standfirsts should be short (around 30 words) and exciting, 
and should avoid too much detail. The name of the author can be used in 

standfirsts only if he or she is a well-known writer. 
 

Captions 
 
Pictures should make a point. Some readers start by looking at the pictures. Use 
an interesting caption to grab their attention. The caption usually gives the 

reader a message, something that is not obvious. An interesting fact is that 
80 per cent of magazine readers look only at the pictures. 
 

Fact-checking 
 
Do a separate check of your text just for facts. Fact-check your text against 

relevant sources, especially for figures, names and (job) titles. Make sure source 
documents are reliable and up to date.  
 

Proofreading  
 
Proofread the text to eliminate errors in grammar and spelling and to ensure 
that style and format are consistent. Read the text aloud – it will help you 
identify any sentences or passages that are still unclear and need revision.  Ask 

someone else to read your draft. 

 

Conclusion 
 
Many readers don’t have time to read complex information. This guide is 
designed to help you to write clearly and concisely. Clear writing increases the 
chances that people will read your article. Remember that it is important to get 

feedback and comments on your writing. So don’t be shy to discuss your article 
with a colleague or friend.  
 



 

 

 
 

Annex 

Editorial checklist  
 

 
 

UK spelling (if possible, use the latest edition of the Concise Oxford English 

Dictionary) 

use “z” for “marginalize”, “maximize”, “minimize”, “mobilize”, “organize”, 

“recognize”, “regularize”, etc. (but “s” for “analyse) 

in the text, use numbers with comma: 10,000 

spell out numbers 1-12 

indigenous peoples or indigenous communities instead of indigenous people 

poor rural people instead of the rural poor 

scaling up instead of upscaling 

‘and’ instead of ‘as well as’ 

long dashes ( – ) in the text to indicate a pause instead of hyphens ( - )  

keep links to websites until the end and not in the text as they give readers 

too many easy opportunities to leave the site before they’ve finished reading 

fishers or fisherfolks (men and women) instead of fishermen 

ongoing (without hyphen) 

normal font instead of italics (this is especially the case when writing for the 

web, italics are very difficult to read on the screen) 

spell-out abbreviations the first time you use them 

Where numbers start a sentence, they must be written out in full. For 
example: “Sixty farmers benefited from the training” instead of “60 farmers 

benefited from the training”. If you still want to use a number to start a 
sentence, use words such as ‘about’, ‘approximately’, ‘around’, etc. For 

example: “About 77 per cent of people are ethnic minorities”. 

list names of countries in alphabetical order unless there is a reason to use 

another order 

double-check titles of projects, programmes, workshops, etc., as well as 

names of people, countries and dates 

delete "http://" when followed by "www" 

add author and/or contact person at the end of articles, together with title, 
organization and e-mail address 

try to avoid e.g., i.e., etc., which sounds like a technical document rather 
than newsletter language 

delete unnecessary words such as "to address this issue", "this is why", “in 
order to”, “furthermore” 

use reader-friendly formats, such as a bullet point list rather than embedding 
a list of key issues in the text 
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