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House style guide

Our house style lays out the way we prefer to write things. To make sure we’re 
all writing in the same way, we have rules for grammar, punctuation and the 
words we use.

Many of the rules are stylistic preferences, rather than absolute truths. You may 
have been taught differently at school, or have preferences of your own, but 
it’s important that we unify our various styles into one consistent voice.

Abbreviations
For the first instance write the abbreviation out in full and bracket the abbreviated 
form directly after. There after it is acceptable to use the abbreviated form. 

For example:

•  Area Action Plan (APP)

While you may understand an abbreviation, others may not. So in general, it’s better 
to avoid using them. 

Use:

•  Wednesday instead of Wed

•  Carbon dioxide instead of CO2

•  Section 3 instead of S3

•  £12m instead of £12 million

There are exceptions to this rule, but only where the abbreviated word is very well 
known in its shortened form. Acceptable abbreviations include:

•  Formal titles such as Mrs and Mr 

•  Company names such as BT or BBC 
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Acronyms and initialisms
An acronym is an abbreviation formed from the initial letters of other words and 
pronounced as a word, for example Defra (Department for Environment, Food & Rural 
Affairs). Acronyms are usually written in sentence case – the first letter is capitalised, 
and the rest of the word isn’t.

Initialisms are similar, but pronounced as individual letters, for example DCLG 
(Department for Communities and Local Government). Initialisms are usually written 
in block capitals.

Use both sparingly. While you may know what an HMO is, many readers don’t. If you 
do need to use one, spell it out in full the first time: Houses in Multiple Occupation 
(HMO). 

And
It’s fine to start a sentence with And, as well as other conjunctions such as But and So. 

The ampersand symbol (&) should only be used if it’s part of a title: such as Marks & 
Spencer, or Brighton & Hove City Council. 

For example:

•  She was a nice girl. And smart, too.

Apostrophe (’)
We use the apostrophe in the following instances.

•  To show that one or more letters have been left out – ‘Don’t forget to send your      
     cheque’.

•  To show possession. 
 - In the singular, the apostrophe comes before the ‘s’, as in ‘the customer’s  
  complaint’. 
 - For more than one customer, it comes after the ‘s’, as in ‘the customers’   
  complaints’. 
 - If the plural doesn’t end in ‘s’, add an apostrophe and an ‘s’, as in ‘the   
  women’s committee’.

•  In some expressions of time – ‘Thursday’s meeting has been cancelled with only  
     two days’ warning.’
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Be aware of the following points:

•  Plurals don’t need apostrophes. So ‘We sell apple’s and pear’s’ is wrong. Plurals  
     such as 1990s and MPs don’t need apostrophes either.

•  It’s with an apostrophe means ‘it is’ or ‘it has’. 

•  Its without an apostrophe means ‘belonging to it’, as in ‘The company is  
     confident about its future’.

Brackets
Only use brackets where necessary (as they can be distracting (and never stack them 
like this)). 

The two main uses are: to explain something (with an explanatory note, like this), or to 
direct the reader to another part of the page (above or below).

Bullet points
Lists are a great way to present information concisely and clearly. 

If your bullet points lead on from a fragment of a sentence:

•  use a colon to introduce the list

•  don’t put a full stop at the end of each bullet point

•  don’t include more than one sentence within any of the bullet points. See how  
     weird this looks

•  use a full stop at the end of the final point.

If your list follows on from a complete sentence ending in a full stop, each bullet point 
should be a full sentence, complete with a capital letter and a full stop.

There are two main types of list.

•  You can have a list of separate points with an introductory statement (like this list).

•  Or, you can have a continuous sentence with several listed points (see above).

Whichever type of bullet point list you’re using, be consistent within the list.



5

Capital letters
Using too many capital letters slows your reader down. This is because we speed-read 
words as shapes, and these shapes are less familiar when they contain lots of capitals. 
So only use them where necessary – generally at the start of sentences, and for proper 
nouns (names, towns, titles). 

Don’t capitalise a word in an attempt to add significance – it makes us sound self-
important.

Never use block capitals – they’re distracting, SHOUTY and harder to read.

When using an organisation’s full name, use title case (capitalise the first letter of each 
word) – The Institute of Chartered Surveyors. But when referring to it generically, use 
lower case – the institute. 

This applies to us too. So capitals for Hastings Borough Council, but lower case for the 
council. 

Schemes, programmes and initiatives are in upper case except for the in-betweeny 
words such as to, on, in, the, and (prepositions, articles and conjunctions). For 
example, the Right to Buy scheme. 

Use title case for specific job titles – Amber Rudd, the Home Secretary. You may also 
want to use title case in your email/letter signature. But use lower case for generic job 
titles – director, manager, administrative assistant, legal officer, and lower case for all 
job titles when writing press releases.

Departments, services and teams are in lower case – housing, communications. There 
are some exceptions, such as IT.

Directorates are in upper case, but only when the full title is used – Regeneration and 
Culture, Housing and Built Environment, People and Business Support.

Cabinet
Refer to cabinet using a lower-case ‘c’. For example, ‘the cabinet is made up of eight 
lead members’.

Colon (:)
A colon is used to show a significant pause between two phrases, or to start a list:

•  ‘The course covers three areas: sociology, psychology and law.’

Don’t follow a colon with a dash (:-) and don’t put a space before a colon.
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Comma (,)
A comma adds a pause to a sentence – ‘Excuse me, are you Margaret Thatcher or 
do you just look like her?’ You can also use commas to break up items in a list, as in ‘I 
need eggs, flour, milk and bread’. 

You don’t normally need to put a comma before ‘and’ in a list. 

•  ‘Chocolate, milk and raspberries’, rather than ‘Chocolate, milk, and  
      raspberries’. 

However, occasionally you’ll need to add a comma before ‘and’ for clarity: 

•  ‘The work will be carried out by Peterson Brothers, Abercrombie Jones, and  
     Parker and Knight Industries.’ 

Contractions
It’s OK to use contractions (such as can’t, wouldn’t, it’s, you’re) – they help to give a 
friendlier, more conversational tone. However, in some more formal documents it is 
better to write words out in full.

Councillors
Do not use ‘elected members’ or ‘members’, they should always be referred to as 
councillors. 

When talking about councillors in general, use a lower-case ‘c’ – for example, ‘Labour 
councillors’. When referring to a named councillor, use an upper-case ‘C’ – for 
example, ‘Councillor Williams’.

You can use the abbreviation ‘Cllr’ if you are limited for space. Don’t add a full stop 
after ‘Cllr’ (or Mr, Mrs, Dr).
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Dashes (–)
En-dashes (–) are wider than hyphens (-), and used differently. Many programs will 
automatically change a hyphen to a dash for you. If not, you can get one by holding 
down your Alt key and typing 0150.

Use a pair of dashes to separate part of a sentence, much in the same way as brackets.

•  ‘He thought – not for the first time – that he should go.’

This is known as a ‘parenthetical phrase’ and you can use it to emphasise your point.

You can also use a single dash to introduce a statement that summarises text before it.

•  ‘Chips, pies and chocolates – the basis of his diet.’

Or, you can use a dash to introduce an afterthought or emphasis.

•  ‘How amazing – champagne!’

Don’t use dashes in number, date or time ranges, use the word ‘to’ instead. Unless it 
appears in a table or wherever else space is limited. 

•  ‘People aged 55 to 60’

Dates and times
The format we use for dates is 10 March 2018, or, if space is tight or less detail is 
needed, 10 March.  

To show a date or time range, use ‘to’ rather than a hyphen or dash. For example 
‘Monday 26 April 2013 to Thursday 1 September 2015’.

When writing dates and times, put the date first and the time second. For example 
‘Wednesday 11 October 2017, 9am to 2pm’.

The general rules for time are as follows.

•  Use am and pm, not o’clock.

•  Use midday or 12 noon, rather than the potentially confusing 12pm.

•  Don’t include unnecessary zeros – 9am, not 9.00am. 

•  Don’t leave a space after the number – 6pm, not 6 pm.

•  Use a full stop, not a colon – 6.45pm, not 6:45pm.

•  Don’t use the 24-hour clock unless it is for legal or enforcement purposes.
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When displaying a precise length of time, use the word ‘to’ (with spaces either side) 
rather than a dash or hyphen.

•  2pm to 4pm

Be specific about time periods. Avoid words or phrases that will lose their meaning 
over time, such as ‘recent’ and ‘last year’. Recent information will be out of date very 
quickly unless you update it, as will anything ‘new’.

For decades, write 1990s (with no apostrophe). Not Nineties, nineties, 1990’s or 90’s.

For centuries, our style is ‘the 21st century’.

Use an oblique to show the financial year – for example 2013/14.

eg
Use ‘for example’ or ‘such as’ instead, as these phrases are more easily understood. 

Ellipses (…)
These three dots show a pause in speaking or indicate that something has been left 
out of a written quotation. You don’t need to use the dots each time you leave out a 
word – only if it’s important to note that something has been left out. 

Emails
Lower case e, no hyphen: email.
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Email signatures
Everyone’s signatures should be consistent; please copy and paste the format below, 
edit with your details and format in Arial, font size 12. Do not use official titles unless it 
is a requirement of your profession to practice, for example solicitors, environmental 
health officers.

INTERNAL USE:

First name and surname 
Job title 

Department name 
Hastings Borough Council  
01424 000 000 / 07000 000 000

EXTERNAL USE:

First name and surname only (no official titles, see above) 
Job title 

Department name 
Hastings Borough Council  
Muriel Matters House, Breeds Place, Hastings, East Sussex, TN34 3UY 
01424 000 000 / 07000 000 000 
hastings.gov.uk

etc 
Use ‘and so on’, or leave it out completely.
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Exclamation mark (!)
Exclamation marks are rarely necessary. Use them sparingly and only after a genuine 
exclamation. There is no space before the exclamation mark. 

•  ‘Stop! Thief!’ 

Font
In text documents, use Arial, no less than 12pt. For designed documents there are 
a few other options – please speak to one of the graphic designers in the marketing 
team.

Forward slash (/)
Only use these in web addresses – for example, hastings.gov.uk/benefits. 

Try to avoid using slashes to indicate and/or, it can look lazy and imprecise.

Fractions
Write fractions out in words. 

•  ‘Two-thirds of the students will begin the year…’ 

•  ‘We believe a quarter of the population will be affected.’ 
But if the fraction is attached to a whole number, write it in numerals. 

•  ‘2½’ 

Full stop (.)
Use plenty of full stops. Short sentences are easier to read than long sentences 
containing lots of commas.

Don’t use full stops after abbreviations such as ‘BA’ or ‘Mrs’. 

Leave one blank space after a full stop (not two).

Gender pronouns
Avoid ‘he/she’, use ‘they’ instead.
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Government
Capitalised when talking about the present British Government or foreign 
governments. Lower case for past governments, or the term ‘local government’.

•  I would like to thank the French Government for.....

•  The labour government led the... 

Hastings Borough Council
Wherever you can, use ‘we’ when you talk about Hastings Borough Council and 
what we do. We’re a council providing services to 90,000 people locally, and more 
besides, including tourists, visitors, businesses and investors. 

Sometimes you’ll need to talk about Hastings Borough Council in the third 
person, such as if you’re introducing us for the first time, or writing a more formal 
communication like a report. In this case, call us ‘Hastings Borough Council’ at 
first mention, and thereafter ‘the council’. This also applies to references to Parish 
Councils and East Sussex County Council

Don’t abbreviate Hastings Borough Council to HBC.

Hyphens (-)
A hyphen is used to join words together. There are no spaces either side of a hyphen 
(unlike a dash). 

Nouns that are made up of two words don’t need a hyphen. 

•  Waterfall

•  Postman

•  Railway

Compound adjectives when two adjectives are joined to modify the same noun. 

•  ‘I am a full-time student.’ 

•  ‘She was a well-dressed woman’ 

The use of a  
hypen can alter  
the meaning.

I saw a man eating alligator.I saw a man-eating alligator.



12

Adverbs (generally words ending in ‘-ly’) don’t need to be followed by a hyphen. 

•  ‘The hotly anticipated announcement…’ 

•  ‘This widely resourced project…’ 

We don’t hyphenate ‘email’, ‘online’ or ‘website’, as this is now a bit old fashioned.

Internet
Unless it’s at the start of a sentence, use a lower case i: internet.

Licence and license
Spelt with a c when it’s a document – ‘please show me your licence’.

Spelt with an s when it’s the act of giving a licence – ‘he is licensed to sell alcohol’.

Money
When writing about money, use: 

•  £ and p, not pounds and pence

•  £1, not £1.00 

•  99p, not £0.99 

•  £2.5 million, not £2,500,000 or use m as an abbreviation for million. 

Only write ‘pound’ or ‘pence’ in full when it’s not attached to a figure – ‘Britain saves 
the pound’. 
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Numbers
Write numbers from zero to nine as words, and from 10 upwards in numerals. There 
are some exceptions to this rule: 

•  Use digits for 1-9 if you’re writing about a standard unit of measurement – for 
example, £5, 5cm, 8pm, page 5.

•  In tables, use digits for all numbers.

•  Spell out all numbers at the beginning of a sentence – or reword the sentence.

•  If you’re writing about a range, where one number is below 10 and the other is 
above, use digits for both – ‘the house can accommodate 8 to 12 people’.

•  If the number is part of a phrase or title that you didn’t create, use its accepted 
style –  ‘Key Stage 2’. 

Use commas in thousands – for example, 1,000, 2,000 and so on. Write out million in 
full – £2 million rather than £2m.

Per cent (%)
Use the % symbol in text and tables, rather than spelling out ‘per cent’.

Use numerals for percentages: 9%, rather than spelling out nine.

Phone numbers
Including spaces in phone numbers makes them easier to read. 

For landlines, use the format 01243 000000. 

For mobiles use the format 07000 000000.

Only include the UK international dialling code if you’re writing for an international 
audience. 

Publication titles
When writing the title of a new publication, use sentence case. This means you only 
capitalise the first letter of the first word. For example ‘Renting property in the private 
sector’.

If the title also includes a proper noun, capitalise that too. For example ‘A Blue Badge 
holder’s guide to parking in Hastings’.

Books, films, newspapers and magazine titles have initial capitals. 
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Quotation mark (“ or ‘)
Use double quotation marks for direct quotes, whether single words or full 
paragraphs. Use single quotation marks for quotes within quotes, or to introduce a 
new or unusual term. 

For example:

“When I say ‘immediately’, I mean some time before August,” said the manager.

You have the right to submit comments of support or objection. These are called 
‘representations’.

Regions
Use capitals for regional place names.

•  the South, the South East

When using north, east, south or west as adverbs or adjectives, use lower case.

•  He travelled north-west.

•  The north-east corner of the county is particularly beautiful.

Religion
Use capitals for religions and religious denominations.

Christian, Christianity, Church of England, Greek Orthodox Church, Roman Catholics, 
Baptists, Mormons, Buddhism, Islam.

Use capitals for the Bible, the Koran and the Talmud. 

Write Muslim (not Moslem).

Semi-colon (;)
Semi-colons are used to separate two elements of a sentence that are closely related. 
Use them sparingly as some people find them confusing.

•  Kevin drives a Jaguar; Stephen drives a Porsche..

•  I had a huge lunch; however, I am already hungry again.
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St Leonards
Try to write about Hastings as a whole, rather than naming its component parts. But 
when you do need to describe that area slightly to the west, call it St Leonards, not  St 
Leonards on Sea. It is appropriate to use St-Leonards-on-Sea when we write about the 
town and for postal addresses.

Titles
Don’t italicise the names of publications, just use capitals – The Sunday Times, A Tale 
of Two Cities.

Don’t use a full stop after Dr, Mr and Mrs. 

Web addresses
In printed material only, keep web addresses as clear as possible, by:

•  Leaving off the https://

•  Leaving off the www

•  Requesting a vanity (short) URL

In emails and documents, include the www to trigger an automatic hyperlink. If it 
doesn’t work automatically, help your reader by adding one manually.

Website
Lower case w, one word: website.
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