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Using Plain Language

Effective Communication

At the heart of making food matter for all Nova Scotians 

is the ability to communicate and raise awareness 

about food security in ways that are inviting and help 

broaden the conversation. We need to recognize diverse 

perspectives and be willing to invest time and energy 

towards understanding how to ask others to consider an 

issue or a stance that might not be a priority in their lives. 

Ultimately, we want to grow the conversation around 

ways to Make Food Matter so that we can build healthy, 

just and sustainable food systems. A range of resources 

can be explored in this section to support you and your 

communication efforts.
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Effective Communication

Using Plain Language

Plain language is communication that is clear, concise 

and straightforward so that a person can easily 

understand the information the first time they read or 

hear it. The information is developed with the user’s 

needs in mind and is formatted and presented in a way 

for easy reading or listening. Using plain language in 

the work we do is critical for effective communication 

and to ensure we get the right information, to the right 

people, at the right time. Our plain language guide is 

meant to be a quick reference and compliments the 

additional resources listed below.
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Using plain language helps to make your message easy to read, understand, and act on.  Regardless of a 
reader’s literacy level, it helps them to absorb the message so that they are able to react to it in an informed 
manner. Plain language helps to streamline the meaning of a message by taking into consideration the 
many ways that a phrase may be interpreted. Clear and concise communication allows the reader to answer 
the ‘who, what, where, when, and how’ of a situation to provide context to the intended message. 

Guiding principles that can improve the readabi lity 
of your documents:
1. Use language that your audience can easily understand. 

2. Write in a conversational style, as if you were speaking.

3. Organize and filter content with your readers’ needs in mind.

4. Adopt user friendly formatting.

Consider the following tips to using plain language:

Don’t Do

Use the active voice. Capacity building strategies 
are to be used to work towards 
community food    
security for all. 

Capacity building strategies work 
towards community food security 
for all. 

Write directly to your reader. 
Use the words you, I, we, us, 
and our to make your docu-
ment more personal. Refer to 
your readers in the first per-
son. 

Volunteers of the Good Food 
Box Program must deliver 
boxes to the pickup    
location.

You must deliver your boxes to the 
Good Food Box Program pickup 
location.

Use a positive tone whenever 
possible.

Our food system has failed 
to provide adequate, healthy, 
safe, and sustainable  food to 
our community members as 
their basic human right.

Our food system has the ability to 
improve our capacity to provide 
adequate, healthy, safe, and sustain-
able food to our community mem-
bers as a basic human right. 

Use common words rather 
than technical jargon, buzz-
words, or acronyms.

CBPR, DHW, harvesting community-based participatory 
research, Department of Health and 
Wellness, recording meeting dis-
cussions
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Don’t Do

Avoid unnecessary preambles. In light of the research that 
suggests that breastfeeding 
contributes to foodsecurity 
for infants and families alike 
as a component of a sustain-
able food system, community 
partners undertook research 
to provide insight into the 
factors that influence women 
in their decision to begin and 
continue to breastfeed.

“As a result, community partners un-
dertook research to provide insight 
into the factors that influence 
women in their decisions to begin 
and continue to breastfeed.” 1

List important points separate 
from the text.

“For example, decisions and 
policies made by municipal, 
provincial and federal gov-
ernments in everything from 
community planning (in-
cluding zoning and by-laws),  
transportation, infrastructure, 
community and social pro-
grams (e.g., for individuals,  
families, new immigrants, se-
niors and youth), agriculture, 
fisheries, environment, natu-
ral resources, health, educa-
tion, trade, and (community) 
economic development all 
impact community food secu-
rity in Nova Scotia.”1

The following are all decisions and 
policies made by municipal, provin-
cial, and federal governments that 
impact community food security in 
Nova Scotia:

Community planning (including zoning and 

by-laws)

Transportation

Infrastructure

Community and social programs (e.g. for in-

dividuals, families, new immigrants, seniors, 

and youth)

Agriculture

Fisheries

Environment

Natural resources

Health

Education

Trade

Economic development 
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Don’t Do

Use short words and short 
sentences.

We recognize that achieving 
food systems that provide eq-
uitable access to appropriate 
amounts of safe and nutritious 
foods, that honour the rights 
of all individuals to dignified 
and equitable access to food, 
and that maintains the health 
of the environment without 
jeopardizing the ability of cur-
rent and future generations 
to harvest and produce food 
means building healthy, just, 
and sustainable communities 
and societies.

“We recognize that achieving 
healthy, just and sustainable food 
systems means building healthy, just 
and sustainable communities and 
societies.”1

Don’t change verbs to nouns. Verbs: decide, examine,         
inspect. 

Nouns: decision, examination, in-
spection

Write instructions in the order 
that you want them to be car-
ried out.

Before planting your carrots, 
be sure to have turned the soil.

Turn the soil before planting your 
carrots.

List items in the same gram-
matical form.

FoodARC aims to analyze 
the current state of our food 
systems, facilitating social 
change, and ultimately build-
ing food security for all. 

FoodARC aims to analyze the current 
state of our food systems, facilitate 
social change, and ultimately build 
food security for all. 

Avoid double negatives. The global impact of food in-
security is not insignificant.

The global impact of food insecurity 
is significant.

Make sure that you test what you write:  Always have someone read and comment on what you wrote. Read it 
aloud to be sure that it makes sense and that it is written with a conversational tone. 

Strive to write health and safety documents at the 5th grade level and write documents for the general pub-
lic at the 6th-8th grade level. Microsoft Word allows writers to check the reading grade level of their work 
through the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level option.

For more information, please visit http://www.sagelink.ca/plain_language_blog 

1. Activating Change Together for Community Food Security. (2014). Making Food Matter: Strategies for Activating Change Together. 

Halifax, NS: Food Action Research Centre (FoodARC), Mount Saint Vincent University.
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1. Easy Does It! Plain Language and Clear Verbal Com-

munication Training Manual  (Canadian Public Health 

Association, 1998)

2. Plain Language Links: Tips, Tools and Tutorials (The 

Centre for Literacy, 2015)

3. PRISM (Program for Readability in Science and Medi-

cine) Readability Toolkit, 3rd edition (Group Health 

Research Institute, 2009)

Related Materials
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Find out more at: www.foodarc.ca
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