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Tone of voice
We pride ourselves on being straightforward, down to earth and treating  
our customers as people. 

Our three main principles

1. Keep it clear

Clarity is at the heart of who we are and how we write. We know council business 
can be complex, and that’s why we never over-complicate things. In fact, we 
go out of our way to make everything as easy to understand as possible, writing 
simply and clearly but without dumbing down, and avoiding jargon. Use active 
sentences and plenty of verbs to make what we’re saying feel energetic and alive.

2. Be helpful and human

Speak with warmth and sincerity about our services – in a way you might to 
your own friends and family. Tune in to the customer’s needs and priorities, and 
anticipate what help they may need. When the customer is ‘in the wrong’, we 
demonstrate our helpfulness by letting them know clearly and directly how to put 
things right. 

3. Be effective and efficient

Our customers expect us to be a safe pair of hands, which they can rely on to 
deliver their services effectively and efficiently. We show our efficiency by coming 
straight to the point, providing all the information the customer needs, and leaving 
them with a clear understanding of what will happen next, or what they need to 
do. We are ‘one council’, and we make sure frontline colleagues are aware of all 
our communications so they are able to answer queries effectively.

Clear Helpful Efficient
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Use a logical structure
What do they need to know, and in what order?

Present the information to the reader in the order they need to absorb it. Be 
careful not to let your own priorities interfere and set the agenda – this will 
make things harder for the customer to understand. 

Put yourself in the customer’s shoes

Here’s a helpful way to plan letters and emails. Before you begin, consider:

•  Why are we writing? 

•  Is the customer expecting to hear from us?

•  What action does the customer need to take?

•  What further support or information is available?

Ordering the document

•  Clearly and succinctly tell the customer why we’re writing.

•  Explain what they need to do. If they don’t need to do anything, tell them so.

•  Explain where to get support or more information if needed (eg phone  
     number, web address, documents previously provided).

Introduce each of these three sections with a short, informative heading. 

Longer documents

Not all documents will follow the above pattern; some will be longer and need 
more headings and more information, others may have more than one key 
message.

But whatever you’re writing, always begin by looking at it from the customer’s 
perspective. Clarify what they need to know and in what order, then build the 
document around that structure. 
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Eff ective headings
Guide the reader through using clear signposts

Use headings and sub-headings to:

• Show at a glance what the document contains
• Guide the reader through a logical journey
• Provide easy reference points. 

Be active and informative

In a letter or email, the fi rst heading should immediately make it clear why we’re 
writing. Remember to write like you talk – be simple, honest, direct and human.

The best headings are active and informative, and sum up the paragraph that 
follows. So for example ‘We’ll contact you if we need more information’ is a more 
helpful heading than just ‘Further information’.

Example

Dear Sir or Madam,

Sum up the purpose of the letter in one line here 

Begin the main text of the letter here. Keep it clear and concise, and put 

the information in the order it will be most helpful to the reader. It may 

be helpful to add a couple of subheadings, such as the examples below. 

Consider also including numbered or bullet pointed lists, if it helps make 

the information easier to digest.

What you need to do

Highlighting what you want the reader to do is really helpful. You can also 

give details here about how they can do it. Or, if they don’t need to do 

anything, let them know that too. 

How to fi nd out more

Don’t try to cover every detail and scenario in the letter. It’s oft en clearer to 

signpost people to a web page where they can fi nd further information, 

or include an FAQ sheet. 

Yours sincerely (use this if you started the letter with the reader’s name),

Yours faithfully (use this if you started the letter with ‘Dear Sir or Madam’),

Your name

Your job title
Your team name 

Yours sincerely (use this if you started the letter with the reader’s name),

For emails, use 
‘kind regards’ 
or ‘best wishes’
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Sentence structure
Put the what before the why

To make sentences clear and simple, put the primary clause first – or in other 
words, put the what before the why (or when or how).

This means the customer can begin to understand the sentence as soon as 
they start reading, rather than having to get to the end before they can make 
sense of the beginning.

Examples: put the what first

✘	 In order to achieve these targets within the specified timeframe, we need to 
begin the training now.

✔	 We need to begin the training now, so we can hit our targets and deadline.

✘	 The Council’s basic amount of Council Tax for 2016/17 is not excessive as 
determined in accordance with principles approved under Section 52ZB Local 
Government Finance Act 1992 and hence no referendum is required. 

✔	 There will be no referendum on the Council Tax increase for 2016/17, as the 
amount is not deemed ‘excessive’ under Section 52ZB of the Local Government 
Finance Act 1992.
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Simple words
Use straightforward words everyone understands

Around half of our customers have a reading age of 9 or below, according 
to Gov.uk. It’s important that we use short, simple words so they can easily 
understand what we’re telling them. That means using fewer traditionally 
‘professional’ words, and getting to the point quickly and effectively.

Use less

additional

accordingly

acquire

advise

allows

commence

complete

consequently

enquire

ensure

however

inform

occasions

per annum

prior to

regarding

remain

request

select

terminate

utilise

whilst

Use more

extra

so

get

tell

lets

start

fill in

so

ask

make sure

but

tell

times

a year

before

about

stay

ask

choose

cancel, end

use

while
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Readability
We aim for a reading age of 9 years. We know that around 15 per cent of 
adults in England, can be described as ‘functionally illiterate.’ They would not 
pass an English GCSE and have literacy levels at or below those expected of 
an 11-year-old. They can understand short straightforward texts on familiar 
topics accurately and independently, and obtain information from everyday 
sources, but reading information from unfamiliar sources, or on unfamiliar 
topics, could cause problems.

It is important to present information clearly for our customers, this includes 
letters, emails, website, posters and leaflets. The council will aim for a reading 
age of 9 years in all customer communication. You can use the Flesch-Kincaid 
readability tool in Word to identify the level of your text.

Flesch-Kincaid Reading Ease test
This rates text on a 100-point scale. The higher the score, the easier it is to 
understand the document.  Aim for a reading ease score of 60 and over

Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level test
This rates text on a readability scale. A score of 8.0 means that a 9 year 
old can understand it. Aim for a Grade level score of approximately 
7.0 to 8.0.
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Jargon
Useful in the office, gobbledegook to the outside world

In local government, you can’t avoid jargon – in fact it’s useful as a professional 
shorthand. But use it to our customers and we may as well be speaking a 
foreign language. 

Spell it out

Spell words out in full whenever you can. For example, don’t abbreviate Hastings 
Borough Council to HBC when writing to customers, or assume that they’ll know CCC 
means Community Contact Centre, or TIC means Tourist Information Centre.

For lengthier terms that you need to use more than once, it’s OK to use an acronym. 
Just spell it out in full the first time and include the abbreviation in brackets.

Example

✘ From September 2011 to September 2016, the Council operated an Additional
HMO Licensing Scheme which applied to all HMOs within a designated area,
and included some buildings that were converted entirely into self-contained
flats. This scheme has now come to an end.

✔ The separate licensing scheme for Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMOs) has
now ended, having run from September 2011 to September 2016.

Council-ese

Here are some words we use too much in local government. Avoid them if you 
can – they’re often quite vague. It’s more powerful to spell out exactly what you’re 
doing in simple words.

commit/pledge

deliver

deploy

empower

facilitate

leverage 

liaise

overarching

robust

streamline

transform

utilise



9

Cut it out
Removing unnecessary words

One of the easiest ways to give your writing an instant boost is to remove the 
unnecessary words.

Some of the most common are:

•  ‘I can report that ... ‘

•  ‘A situation has arisen where ...’

•  ‘Our records show that ... ‘

Look for words and phrases that are acting as filler, and don’t actually add any 
substance. We don’t need filler – we just say things as clearly and helpfully as we can.

Examples

✘	 Guidance on how the general public can gain access to recorded information 
held by public bodies

✔	 How to ask for access to council information

✘	 If you indicate you agree with our decisions or requirements and we think 
no immediate formal action is needed, then we will write to the person(s) 
responsible to let them/you know what must be done, how and by when. 

✔	 If you agree with our decisions and no immediate formal action is needed, we 
will write to the person(s) responsible to let them know what they need to do.

 ‘That’ can often be removed 

•  So that we can continue to improve our service, we’ve recently carried out a  
     quality review. 

•  We’ve noticed that some of your details have changed.
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Get active
Use the active voice for clear, direct sentences

In the active voice, someone does something – ‘The council provides many 
essential services’. It’s direct, dynamic and accountable.  

In the passive, something is done by someone, and we don’t always know 
who – ‘Many essential services are provided’, or ‘Many essential services are 
provided by the council’.

It’s clearer to talk about people or organisations taking action than to describe 
things as mysteriously happening. Sometimes that’s not possible because we 
don’t have all the facts – but when we do, we should use the active voice.

Examples: passive and active

✘	 No further action is required.

✔	 You don’t need to do anything else.

✘	 Requests for confidentiality cannot be accepted.

✔	 Sorry, we can’t accept confidential comments.

✘	 We’ve been informed by your bank that your direct debit instruction has been 
cancelled.

✔	 Your bank’s told us that your direct debit has been cancelled.

(Note that ‘your direct debit’s been cancelled’ remains in the passive, because we 
don’t know at this stage who cancelled it.) 
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Inform, don’t chastise
Giving the benefit of the doubt

When something goes wrong at the customer’s end, our first reaction should 
be to give them the chance to put things right.

Try to avoid the words ‘fail’ and ‘failure’, which can sound overly blameful. 

Example

✘	 Failure to pay within 14 days may result in the Council taking legal action 
against you.

✔	 You must pay within 14 days. If you don’t, we may take legal action against you.

✘	 It is an offence to fail to apply for a licence in a Selective Licensing area that is 
required to be licensed.

✔	 Your property is in an area where licences are required, and it is an offence not 
to apply for one.
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Ten things to check before you send

1. It’s clear who we are communicating with, and why

2. It’s clear what the reader needs to do, and how 

3. The language is to-the-point, helpful and efficient 

4. The document uses our house style and tone of voice 

5. The correct corporate branding has been used 

6. The grammar, spelling and punctuation are correct 

7. The contact details have been checked 

8. There are no contradictions in the contact details 

9. The contact centre manager has been consulted 

10. The comms team and Tourist Information Centre have been informed  

Why do I need to consult the Contact Centre and tell the TIC?

Your letter could result in increased calls or visits, or queries that colleagues may not 
know how to answer. Letting front-line colleagues know in advance allows them to 
prepare for increased demand, and to give good customer service.  

Why do I need to tell the communications team?

Customers may send in queries by social media, after receiving your letter. Advance 
warning will help the communications officer deal with them effectively.

The communications officer will also be able to advise you about other ways to spread 
your message, such as by press release, social media, or on the website.
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