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Sometimes we can readily predict 
how readers will use a document; other 
times, the task is harder. For example, 
readers of an email announcing a 
meeting will use the email to put the 
meeting on their calendars and to 
prepare the meeting. Thus, they want 
and need to know where and when the 
meeting will take place, what topics it 
will cover, and what is expected of them. 
When the prediction about document 
use is harder, we need to imagine 
ourselves into the readers’ place—a good 
trick for any writer to learn. We may also 
need to ask for insights from others who 
better understand the readers and
their roles.

The readers’ levels of understanding 
help us to know how much or how little 
detail they need. Readers with a high 
level of technical understanding usually 
want and need more detail; those 
with a lower level of understanding 
usually want and need less. This 
equation—high level equals more detail, 
and low level equals less detail—is 
poorly understood by many writers. 
In fact, some writers think they need 
to explain more to readers with lower 
levels of understanding, and they load 
documents with technical information 
beyond the reader’s reach and outside 
the reader’s attention span. The key is 
to provide those details that illuminate 
the messages, not to attempt to bring the 
non-technical reader to the same level
of technical understanding possessed
by the writer.

The readers’ anticipated reactions 
to the document also influence what 
they want and need. Receptive readers 
usually need less persuasion, and 
including too many details may make 
us appear unsure of ourselves. Skeptical 
readers need even-handed presentations 
and explanations. Hostile readers may 

A writer looks over the comments I have 
added to her document. They suggest 
that she makes the writing more concise 
by removing information, deleting 
words, and shortening sentences. 
“But I’ll insult my readers,” she says, 
“They’ll think I’m talking down to 
them. They need to understand all this, 
and they ought to be able to read what 
I’ve written because they’re all college 
graduates.” This writer has confused 
conciseness with over-simplification. She 
has also made a classic error: she has 
tasked the reader with the responsibility 
for understanding rather than owning all 
or most of that responsibility herself.
Conciseness calls for four strategies:
• Focus on what the readers want

and need.
• Include only necessary information.
• Use words economically.
• Control sentence length.

Focus On What the Readers Want 
and Need

To distinguish wanted from 
unwanted and needed from unneeded 
information, we must first understand 
our readers. Specifically, we should 
identify how they will use the document, 
determine their levels of understanding, 
and assess their possible reactions.
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need more explanation, soothing words, 
or even apologies.

Include Only Necessary 
Information

As we draft a document, we are 
prone to stating the obvious, impeding 
conciseness. For example, a report 
heading “Recommendations” need 
not be followed by the sentence, “We 
recommend the following actions.”

Consider this longer example:
The internal audit department has adopted 
a risk-based approach to each audit. A 
risk-based approach to internal auditing 
is a best practice in the field of internal 
auditing. Using a risk-based approach, we 
first work with the audit client to identify 
the overall risks within the process. Next, 
we develop a rating based on the likelihood 
of the risk occurring and the potential 
impact of a risk “event.” We then focus the 
internal audit on the highest risk areas as 
identified by the department’s risk-based 
approach to internal auditing.

Repetition of key terms (in this 
case, “risk”) is an effective strategy for 
coherence, but the repeated definitions in 
this example are unnecessary. Here is a 
revision that reduces the paragraph from 
89 to 71 words:

The internal audit department has adopted 
a risk-based approach to each audit. This 
approach is a best practice in the field of 
internal auditing. We first work with the 
audit client to identify the overall risks 
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within the process. Next, we develop a 
rating based on the likelihood of the risk 
occurring and the potential impact of a risk 
“event.” We then focus the internal audit 
on the highest risk areas.

Use Words Economically
English is wonderfully flexible,

with various ways of expressing a single 
idea. Unfortunately, such flexibility 
can lead to sentences loaded up with 
unnecessary words and phrases. Here 
are four common problems that impede 
word economy:
• Habitual expressions that add

no value
• Redundancies
• “There is…” constructions
• Noun constructions where verbs

will do
Habitual expressions take up

space without adding content, and 
English is full of them. Consider the 
following revisions:

Original: In order to prevent errors in 
order processing, four specific changes will 
be made in the procedures. 
Revision: To prevent errors in order 
processing, four changes will be made in
the procedures.
Original: The department is in the process 
of revising the personnel manual.
Revision: The department is revising the 
personnel manual.
Original: Lack of training resulted in 
delays in implementing the new system.
Revision: Lack of training delayed the 
new-system implementation.

Redundancies occur when two 
words or phrases say the same thing 
or when one idea is implicit in another. 
Consider the following revisions:

Original: The manager returned the report 
back to the auditor for changes.
Revision: The manager returned the report 
to the auditor for changes.
Original: The comments build on the
self-assessment foundation that is already
in place.
Revision: The comments build on the self-
assessment foundation.
Original: Three separate electrical poles 
are located in close proximity to the 
emergency exit.
Revision: Three electrical poles are located 
close to the emergency exit.

Constructions that begin “There 
is…” (or any variation in number
or tense) almost always benefit
from revision. Consider the
following revisions:

Original: There were errors in the credit 
verification reports.
Revision: Credit verification reports 
contained errors. 
Original: There were two reasons given for 
the lack of documentation.
Revision: Two reasons were given for the 
lack of documentation.
Original: There are instances in which the 
lack of duplicate-payment controls resulted 
in overpayments to vendors.
Revision: The lack of duplicate-
payment controls resulted in instances of 
overpayments to vendors.
Alternative revision: The lack of 
duplicate-payment controls resulted in 
overpayments to vendors.

Using nouns constructions where 
verbs will do results in longer, less
vivid expressions. Consider the
following revisions:

Original: In 2005, the Board gave 
consideration to merging the two divisions.
Revision: In 2005, the Board considered 
merging the two divisions.
Original: The consultant made a 
recommendation for ways to begin the 
documentation of the Sarbanes-Oxley 
project.
Revision: The consultant
recommended ways to begin documenting
the Sarbanes-Oxley project.
Original: We recommend the department 
undertake revisions in the task descriptions 
used to provide training to
new employees.
Revision: We recommend the department 
revise the task descriptions used to train 
new employees.

Control Sentence Length
Long sentences give the impression 

that the writing lacks conciseness—
even when the writer has used all of 
the strategies discussed so far. The 
information may be necessary, and 
the words may be used economically. 
However, writing dominated by long 
sentences fatigues the readers and taxes 
their attention.

Sentences that average 15 to 20 
words will be read easily by most 
readers. (The average sentence length
in this column is 14.8 words.) Hitting
this average does not ensure success:
as we have seen, even short sentences 
can lack conciseness. However,
routinely exceeding this length
makes reading difficult.

Once we find a long sentence—
and we have edited for unnecessary 
information and word economy—we 
should break the sentence into two or 
more. To do so, we look for the major 
pieces of information and try to segregate 
each (or perhaps two) into its own 
sentence. Here is an example of such
a revision:

Original: Although managers had 
approved all purchases over $15,000, as 
required by policy, vice presidents were not 
adhering to the purchasing policy updated 
in March 2005 requiring vice presidents 
to approve purchases over $50,000. (one 
sentence, 33 words)
Revision: Managers had approved all 
purchases over $15,000, as required by 
policy. However, vice presidents were 
not adhering to the purchasing policy 
requiring them to approve purchases over 
$50,000. This purchasing policy had been 
updated in March 2005. (three sentences, 
37 words, average sentence length of 
12.3 words)

This revision illustrates two 
worthwhile strategies. First, we can 
make a long introductory element into a 
separate sentence. In the example, notice 
that the idea “although” is transformed 
into the idea “however.” Second, we 
can make an embedded clarification or 
definition into a separate sentence. In 
the example, notice how this strategy is 
applied to the information about
the policy update, including the
linkage created by the words “this 
purchasing policy.” Skilled editors
often use these two strategies to solve 
long-sentence problems.
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Conclusion
Conciseness is built from the top 

down: understanding what readers
want and need, including only necessary 
information, using words economically, 
and breaking up long sentences. With 
practice, any writer can adopt these 
strategies. The result will be a crisp,
vivid document that is easy to read—
even when it deals with complex, 
technical issues. NP
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Think like a wise man, but communicate 
in the language of the people.
— William Butler Yeats


