
Plain language and readability
Editorial

Correspondence to:

editor@emwa.org

Stephen Gilliver

Co-Editor, Medical Writing

Plain language is writing in
clear, concise language that is
easy to read and understand.
Whenever I hear the term plain
language I am reminded of a
lay summary I was once asked
to edit. The stream of technical
language (‘self-source bias’,
‘effect modifiers’, ‘peer context’,

‘latent class growth modeling’, ‘marginal structural
models’, ‘propensity score matching’, ‘co-relative
control designs’, ‘GIS analytic techniques’) made
my head spin. What was the author thinking? Of
course, a lay summary not written in plain language
is not a lay summary. But why shouldn’t plain
language also apply to other kinds of medical
writing?
As explained by Alistair Reeves in this issue of

Medical Writing, writing in plain language does not
come naturally, and it does not mean writing the
way we speak or dumbing down what we write. It
means using words that you expect your audience
to understand and formulating sentences and para-
graphs to make your text easy to understand. When
writing for our peers, we assume that they know or
can understand the technical terms that are a normal
part of our lexicon. Even so, we can do them a
favour by keeping long sentences and awkward
passive constructions to a minimum. And we
should never assume that only our fellow pro-
fessionals will read what we write, or that our
readers all have the same first language as we do.
Somemedicalwriters, even experiencedones, argue

that certain documents, such as those destined for
regulatory agencies, must be written in language that
is awkward and excessively technical due to supposed
‘rules’ or ‘standards’. This is a disturbing dogma that
has developed – with no rules or guidelines to justify
it. Regardless, in some hands, medical English has
become understandable only to the writer and a
few experts. Imagine that you are forced to read
documents written in such language. Why should
they not be easy to understand? And if you were a
regulator, wouldn’t you want to avoid lost time and
headaches from having to decipher bad writing?

As Alistair Reeves also points out in his article,
writing in plain English can be time consuming but
can become automatic with practice. He goes into
detail about what plain English means in the
context of medical writing and invokes especially
George Orwell’s six rules for clear writing as they
apply to medical writing, adding five useful rules
of his own.

The failure of professionals to write in a way that
ordinary people can understand led to the emer-
gence of campaigning organisations such as Plain
English Campaign, which has spent the last 35
years fighting ‘gobbledygook, jargon and mislead-
ing public information’.1 It also forced governments
to adopt firm measures. In 1999, the UK Lord
Chancellor ordered civil courts to replace archaic
terms with plain language alternatives.2 Plaintiff
was replaced with claimant and interrogatories with
requests for information, and we all now have some
hope of understanding what’s going on. The US
Congress went one step further, signing into law
the Plain Writing Act of 2010, which requires that
all documents issued by federal agencies be in
plain language. Writing in this issue of MEW, John
Parmer and Cynthia Baur describe steps the US
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
has taken to comply with both the act and CDC’s
own plain language agenda.

The above examples are from English-speaking
countries, and plain language is often used synony-
mously with plain English. However, other
countries have similar movements. The Institute
for Language and Folklore in Sweden campaigns
to promote klarspråk (plain language) in Swedish
companies, organisations, universities, and county
authorities.3 In 2009, the Norwegian government
launched its own klarspråk project to make docu-
ments created for its citizens easier to read.4

Plain language is one aspect of readability – how
easily a text can be read and understood.
Readability is a multifaceted concept with visual
as well as linguistic aspects. In practice, it is quite
hard to define. Algorithms you can use to test the
readability of your writing often do little more
than judge how long your sentences and words
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are and how often you use the passive voice. Their
value has been widely questioned.5

Such readability tests are among the online plain
English resources I review elsewhere in this issue of
MEW. Reviews of offline resources – three recent
books on plain English – fill the pages of the In the

Bookstores section. One of the books2 was written by
plain language campaigner Martin Cutts, who here
contributes a feature article on patient information
leaflets used in Europe. In it he highlights language
and readability problems and offers helpful
guidance.
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Medical Writing – A successful team effort

Medical Writing is a collaborative team effort that depends on the voluntary contributions of the editorial
board and the feature article contributors. Thanks to this rich collaboration, we are producing a high-
quality journal that is well appreciated by our members. As Editor-in-Chief, my goal has been to
produce a journal that is accessible and useful to medical writers. Based on comments I have received
over the last year, we seem to be accomplishing this goal, although we always seek to improve and
provide new and interesting content.

Thanks to suggestions from several non-native English-speaking readers, we have now added a new
section entitled ‘Lingua Franca and Beyond’, which appears for the first time in this issue. This section,
edited by Maria Koltowska-Haggstrom, will present articles and information for medical writers
writing in English as a second language and in languages other than English.

I would also like to take this opportunity to thank several board members who have had to step down
for various reasons. They include Gabriele Berghammer, who was Section Editor of ‘Gained in
Translation’; Nancy Milligan, who was Section Editor of ‘Journal Watch’; and Shirin Ghodke, who
served as Associate Editor. I thank these volunteers for their valuable contributions and for helping me
make the transition from the journal’s original incarnation, The Write Stuff, to Medical Writing.

Phillip Leventhal
Editor-in Chief
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