Writing plain English in the Metropolitan Police Service
Plain English does not mean using patronising or overly-simple language. Neither does it mean agonising about the minutiae of grammar. Nor does it mean you must lose any part of your message, even in legal documents. It is merely the most efficient method of written communication. 

Talk to your reader 

Thinking about your potential reader ask yourself:

· How much does the reader already know about this subject? 

· What information do I actually need to give? 

· What information do I need to get? 

· What tone should I use? 

· Am I giving instructions or advice? 

Imagine you are talking to your reader face to face – it will help you say exactly what you mean, without waffle and without drifting into a bureaucratic style.  

If possible, call your reader 'you' and, when writing to the public, refer to the Metropolitan Police as 'we' and 'us'. Only use jargon or acronyms if you are certain your reader will understand them.  And be open and honest.  

Short sentences are good 

Informative writing should have an average sentence length of 15-20 words. This is short enough to be clear and long enough for the text to flow. 

Be punchy. Mix short sentences with longer ones.  And if you have two different things to say that are fairly short, use two sentences.  

Cut out useless words 

Don’t use unnecessary words or wordy phrases – be concise.  Consider every word and decide whether it adds to the message or tone.  Here are some unnecessary words highlighted in bold:  

· During the course of investigations

· Also, it should be mentioned that many people

· Allow a few days to elapse before speaking with 

· You should contact

· Which is done for each and every incident

· Anything over and above this

· For a period of 14 days 

· Up to a maximum of four people

There are also many words we use that have simpler, clearer or less formal equivalents. Here are some, with their alternatives, depending on context:  

· Avoid additional; use extra, more
· Avoid advise; use tell
· Avoid assistance; use help
· Avoid at this moment in time; use now, at the moment 
· Avoid commence; use start
· Avoid comply with; use keep to
· Avoid forward; use send
· Avoid in respect of; use for
· Avoid particulars; use details
· Avoid persons; use people
· Avoid prior to; use before
· Avoid subject to; use depending on
· Avoid the majority of; use most
Use 'active' verbs 

Active verbs are better than passive because they are clearer and more personal: 

· Your crime has been investigated (passive) 

· We have investigated your crime (active) 

· Crime prevention advice can be obtained (passive) 

· You can obtain crime prevention advice (active) 

· Enquiries have been made by us (passive) 
· We have made enquiries (active) 

· It will be signed by the officer (passive) 

· The officer will sign it (active) 

Clear layout 

Layout can have a significant impact on clarity. 

· Don't use LONG STRINGS OF CAPITALS. Because they are all the same height they are much more difficult to read than lower-case letters. And they are much more unfriendly. 

· Use bold for headings or emphasis. 

· Line length is important for speed and accuracy of reading – again neither too long nor too short. 

· Use colour to achieve a purpose, not just to look pretty. 

· Break information up. Use paragraphs of about three or four sentences and, especially with longer documents, give the reader 'signposts' – headings and sub-headings. Make sure there is more space above each heading than below.  

· Lists are also good for breaking up or emphasising information. 

Punctuation 

It's important to use punctuation accurately because it helps the reader to make sense of the writing. In speech a listener is helped by pauses, the rise and fall of the voice and changes in emphasis. In writing, punctuation performs some of those functions.  

Comma (,) 

A good principle is to use as few as you need and only use them when they make the meaning clearer.  

· To show where you would have a short, natural pause if you were speaking: 'You may not think this is a good idea, but it has worked well in every other area'.  

· To show where something extra has been put in, in which case you need a pair of commas: 'This booklet must, if possible, be given to the occupier'. 

Semi-colon (;) 

Semi-colons can be used instead of full stops where you have two closely-related sentences and a full stop might be too blunt: 'We have studied this problem for several days; more work is necessary'. 

Or it can be a divider in a list: 'The difficulties are: failure to produce the goods on time; reluctance to keep the costs down; poor standard of work'.  

Colon (:) 

The colon's main use is to introduce a list or series, as in the last example. 

Apostrophe (') 

Apostrophes are the most misused punctuation mark in the language. They have two main uses:  

To show possession of something. 

Usually you add 's to the person possessing. For example: 

· The electrician's tools 

· The board's decision 

· The police officer's uniform 

· The people's candidate 

If the people possessing are plural and already end in s, just add an apostrophe to the end of the word, for example: 

· The ladies' hats 

· Five police officers' uniforms.

To show something has been left out:

· It's a holiday tomorrow 

· Don't wait till the special offer closes 

· The sky's the limit 

Pronouns (words in place of nouns) like 'hers', 'ours', 'yours', and 'its' do not need apostrophes. For example: 

· The panel reached its decision 

Plurals such as DACs and 1990s don't need apostrophes.

Capital letters 

If you are talking generally, use lower case. If you are being specific, use capitals: 

· One of the chief inspectors is Chief Inspector Smith
Letters 

Make your letters as brief as possible. Be personal, helpful, polite and, if necessary, sympathetic or apologetic.  Check you have said everything and have answered all questions openly and honestly.  

Reports 

Try to keep your reports short by asking yourself what its purpose is. Too often our reports are full of interesting but irrelevant information. It can be helpful to put the conclusion - a short summary of the points - at the beginning. 

Numbering 

Only number things if the numbers will be useful to refer back to. Otherwise, just try to use headings, sub-headings and bullet points to break up the information. 

Spelling 

Bad spelling gives a bad impression and can make the reader lose concentration. Keep a dictionary handy and use it.   

