Writing Tips

(as of 2/9/09)

1. When drafting a document always keep your audience in mind so that documents are understandable on the first reading.

2. Use active voice unless there is a specific reason to use passive voice.

3. To the extent possible, keep sentences, paragraphs, and sections brief. 

4. Structure your writing.

a. Put the main message first.  State clearly the reason for the document.

b. If the document is long, consider dividing the material into short sections with appropriate, informative headings.

c. Group related ideas together.

d. Make sure you answer all questions asked, unless there is a reason for leaving a question unanswered.

5. With a series – 

a. Put short items first

b. Put simple items before complex

c. Put the longest item last, unless there is a reason not to, such as chronology.  For example, “He acted with valor, courage, and respect for others.”
6. Omit needless words.  For example, “the fact that” is nearly always unnecessary.
7. Do not use “and/or.” 
8. Make sure that a pronoun agrees with the noun it replaces.  For example, “We base a beneficiary’s Social Security benefit amount on his [not “their”] lifetime earnings.”  
9. When referring to a single component or committee, use a singular pronoun and verb.  For example, “We will provide a briefing on the efforts of the task force when it completes its work.”   

10. When discussing a person, use as specific a noun as possible.  For example, instead of referring to an “individual,” use “beneficiary,” “applicant,” or “claimant.”
11. When referring to persons, use “who,” rather than “that.” – “Please advise your employees who work flextime that it will be cancelled on Monday.”

12. In correspondence, generally refer to SSA as “we,” “us,” and “our.”  In situations where it is more appropriate to refer to SSA as “agency,” use a lowercase “a.”

13. Use concrete, familiar words.

14. Avoid “shall.”  If an action is required, use “must.”

15. Do not use “impact” as a verb.

16. Ensure that you use “insure” so that we are assured it is used correctly. Use “insure,” “ensure,” and “assure” correctly.
17. Watch the usage of “affect” (as a verb it means “to influence;” as a noun it means “disposition”) and “effect” (as a noun it means “result;” as a verb it means “to produce a result”).

18. Use “that” and “which” correctly.  “That” defines or restricts.  If the subordinate clause helps to define the noun -- is essential to the meaning of the sentence and could not be removed -- use "that" without a comma to separate the clause.  “Which” does not define or restrict.  If the subordinate clause adds extra information that is clarifying, yet could be removed, use "which" and separate the subordinate clause with commas. 

a. We are looking to create a new system that will consistently support our business processes.
b. We deliver services that meet the changing needs of the public.
c. We administer the SSI program, which is a needs-based program.  
d. We recently opened a National Hearing Center, which will allow us to capitalize on new technologies.

19. “Data” is plural; “datum” is singular.

20. Do not use “this” without a subject – “how this policy will be implemented,” rather than “how this will be implemented.”

21. Avoid contractions in formal correspondence.  Be sure to use “their/there” correctly, and if using contractions in informal correspondence, use “it’s/its” and “you’re/your” correctly.

22. Do not use multiple negatives unless appropriate.

23. Use the simplest tense possible – present whenever possible.

24. Place words carefully.  Avoid large gaps between the subject, verb, and object; place modifiers proximate to the word or phrase modified.

25. Acronyms – 

a. Spell out the full name the first time you refer to the subject and follow by the acronym in parentheses without quotes around the acronym.  

b. Do not use the acronym if you refer to the subject only once. 

c. Be judicious with the use of acronyms in documents for the public.

d. When you indicate that you will refer to the Social Security Act throughout the document as the “Act,” use “Social Security Act (Act)” not “Social Security Act (the Act).” 

26. When beginning a sentence with a causal phrase, use “since” or “as,” not “because.”
27. Do not misplace modifiers – 

a. “I read only the report” (I didn’t read anything but the report), as opposed to “I only read the report” (I only read it, I didn’t write it).

b. “The prosecutor sought indictments of four persons for alleged voter registration fraud one week before the 2006 election.”  (The intent was to say the prosecutor sought indictments one week before the election.)

c. “We sent our letter explaining that we denied the claimant benefits on July 1, 2007.”  (The date refers to the letter, not the denial.)

28. Avoid nominalizations – put the action in the verb.  This makes writing stronger, more concrete, and specific.  Common endings for nominalizations include – 

a. –ance (performance, inheritance) 

Not: “Her inheritance was one million dollars.”

But: “She inherited one million dollars.”

Not: “It is necessary for presidential candidates to give a good performance on television.”

But: “Presidential candidates must perform well on television.”

b. –ence (difference, correspondence)

Not: “There was a significant difference of opinion.”

But: “Their opinions differed significantly.”

c. –ity (intensity, creativity)

Not: “The instability of the motor housing did not preclude the completion of the field trials.”

But: “Even though the motor housing was unstable, the research staff completed the field trials.”

d. –ion (discussion, investigation)

Not: “Our discussion concerned a tax cut.”
But: “We discussed a tax cut.”
Not: “The police conducted an investigation into the matter.”
But: “The police investigated the matter.”

e. –al (denial)

Not: “We issued a denial of her claim.”

But: “We denied her claim.”

f. –ure (failure, departure)

Not: “Her failure was complete.”

But: “She failed completely.”

29. Commas – 

a. If there are three or more items in a list, use a comma after the penultimate item – “lions, tigers, and bears.”

b. If you have a complete date in the middle of a sentence, put a comma after the year – “The June 13, 2007, decision of the court….”
30. Generally, hyphenate two or more adjectives when they precede a noun and act as a single idea.  Examples - 

a. Fast-track initiatives 
b. State-sponsored programs
c. High-level estimates 
d. World-class service  
31. Capitalization – 

a. Federal is capitalized when it is used as a synonym for United States or another sovereign power.

b. Government is capitalized when it is used as part of a proper name or as the proper name, but is lower cased when referring to governments in the general sense.

For example, “The Federal Government provides a wide variety of benefits to its citizens;” while, “Federal, state, and municipal governments have taxation authority.”

c. Be judicious with the use of capitals.  For instance, do not capitalize “hearing office” or “field office.”  Only capitalize “administrative law judge” if you are referring to a specific individual by name.
32. If you want to emphasize a point, do not be afraid to use dashes (two hyphens).  Recognize, though, that if you use this tool too often in a document, the effect will be lessened.

33. Avoid dangling modifiers  - A modifier dangles if the subject of the introductory phrase or clause, does not match the subject of the clause that follows.  The easiest way to correct a dangling modifiers is to use the active voice.

a. Dangling - To wash the car, soap and water are needed.  (Soap and water are washing the car instead of a person or machine.)
b. Correction - To wash the car, you will need soap and water.
34. When responding to a congressional inquiry, begin the letter, “Thank you for your July 10, 2008, letter concerning….”

35. Do not justify the right margin.

36. Use the header function; do not insert into text manually.

37. If you use a graphic or table, introduce it before it appears in the document.

38. Edit, edit, edit.  Make sure you have carefully read your document before you pass it on to your supervisor or reviewer.

Don't use four words when one would be more concise.  Remember Mark Twain's motto:  "When in doubt, strike it out!"
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