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Being Concise and Writing Powerfully 

Use simple, clear and direct language 

The take home message here is be brief or use an economy of words; as the saying goes ‘write to 

express not to impress’. 

In academic writing the aim is to get your message across clearly and directly. The best way to 

achieve this is to adopt a particular attitude of mind. The attitude is that you want to 

communicate your ideas and research – not to impress your reader with the richness of your 

prose. Think about adopting a minimalist approach to writing. The writing should not get in the 

way of the reader being able to understand what it is you are saying. There are several 

techniques for achieving clarity and directness in your writing: 

Use an ‘economy of words’: ‘low fat writing’ 

Economy, in this context, refers to the relation between the number of words used and the 

meaning they convey. Delete words that don’t add any significant information or are just 

“petting”. If you include in your writing meaningless words and phrases you will only succeed in 

making the reading more difficult and annoying the reader (because all you are doing is making 

them spend time reading words they don’t need to read). This is often referred to as ‘wordiness’ 

or verbosity; taking too many words to say what you want to say. 

This is a practice that ‘pads’ the writing, so much so as to obscure main points. Excess wordiness 

takes up valuable space that can be put to better use, such as bringing in more points or evidence 

to support an argument. Conciseness is the opposite of wordiness. 

How can you develop conciseness? 

By avoiding wordiness 

If your thesis supervisor or peer reviewers feel that your writing is ‘wordy’ then you may be guilty 

of using unnecessary words. Put your sentences under the microscope and look for words that 

you can delete. In grouping for ideas in the writing process, writers often incorporate 

unnecessarily verbose and wordy sentence structures For example:  

In regards to the trend in interest rates, it is likely to continue to be upward 

Revised: interest rates are likely to continue to rise.  

 

There are many historians who accept this thesis 

Revised:  Many historians accept this argument 

 

BE POWERFUL!  (not flabby) Don’t start sentences with ‘there is/are’ or ‘it is’. 
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EMPTY WRITING Some sentences contain no real information, or so little that they are not worth 

writing (or reading). For instance, “when we compare the economies of India and China, we can 

see some similarities and some differences”. Well, of course we can. If you compare any two 

things, you will see some similarities and some differences. Below are some examples: 

 

By way of response, he said he would think about it. 

 

With reference to your question, I think we should accept the invitation. 

 

It seems unnecessary to point out that I was in Sydney at that time. 

 

She looked as though she was angry. 

 

As we walked in the direction of home, I felt as if I had never been happier 

 

In the example below the version at the left takes forty-six words to say what is more clearly said 

in twenty-four. When we are constructing sentences it is useful to consider eliminating redundant 

words and phrase. Empty words are everywhere in our writing – part of the point of editing is 

to find and eliminate them. 

 

I would like to make it entirely clear to 

one and all that neither I nor any of my 

associates or fellow workers had 

anything at all to do in any way, shape or 

form with this illicit and legally 

unjustifiable act that has been 

committed. 

I want to make it clear to everyone that 

neither I nor any of my associates had 

anything to do with this illegal act.  

OR 

Neither my associates or me did anything 

illegal 

 

 

GENERALISATIONS are also worth avoiding: 

 All over the world…… 

 From the beginning of time….. 
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 All people….. 

By avoiding redundancies  

Redundancies are words or expressions that repeat in another way and many already expressed. 

Sometimes they may be useful to add emphasis; usually they should be avoided. There are 

several types of redundancies, including cliches and platitudes, the qualifying of absolutes, 

distinctions without difference, tautologies, neoplasms. 

Cliché (and platitudes) 

Many stock phrases have become entrenched in the language. Expressions such as ‘on the one 

hand’ and ‘other things being equal’ have ‘stood the test of time’ in academic writing. Others 

have a much shorter life and consequently a greater capacity to annoy. These are the clichés, and 

to encounter one is like hearing the same joke for the tenth time - what may have once been 

fresh or witty has become stale from overuse. What about these: ‘Technology is changing our 

lives”, “we should all work together to solve our problems”, “in the midst of tensions”. The 

Clichés are to some extent excusable in spontaneous conversation, but in formal text where 

there is more time to think they are less easily forgiven 

Qualifying absolutes 

Many words have a fixed or absolute meaning. That is they can stand alone, without being 

qualified. Delicious for instance has a definite or fixed meaning and can stand alone. Very delicious 

is qualifying an absolute. 

Other examples: 

Definite decision  Natural instinct 

Absolutely essential 

Actively consider 

Brief moment 

Distinctions without difference 

These are two words that basically mean the same thing.  

Listening to complaints is tedious and tiresome. 

He was lanky and tall 

He spoke tersely and concisely 

We made a thoughtful and careful study 

She is honest and truthful 
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The idea is speculative and conjectural 

Tautologies 

A tautology repeats a meaning already expressed – saying the same things using different words. 

It had a sweet, sugary taste. 

This is a new innovation 

We must render helpful assistance 

His conversation was empty and vacuous 

Neoplasm 

Simply the use of more words than are required to express an idea; a superfluous expression. 

Burning fire 

Cash money 

End result 

All together 

 

By avoiding adjectives and adverbs 

Most adjectives and adverbs are unnecessary. They are often sprinkled in sentences 

unknowingly and by habit by writers who want to make their sentences sound formal, complex 

and lush. The truth is they are like weeds in a garden; they clutter the writing and make 

sentences longer than they need be. Examine the verbs and nouns that appear in your text and 

locate any adverbs or adjectives. Do you need them? Is the concept already in the verb or noun? 

For instance: 

He clenched his teeth tightly…… 

The radio blared loudly…. 

Yellow daffodils….. 

Look for the following in your text and delete them – very, truly, extremely, drastically, decidedly, 

significantly….. 
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Compound adjectives and compound nouns 

Can be difficult for the reader to process. For instance: ‘sulphur reduced residual fuel oil fired 

brick kiln’ is a mixture of compound nouns and compound adjectives. A hyphen (brick-kiln) would 

help, but if you have a phrase consisting of a noun (or compound noun) and compound 

adjectives try to imagine the strain on the reader and perhaps find ways to reduce the cognitive 

load. Perhaps the above could be rewritten as ‘brick-kiln fired with sulphur-reduced residual fuel-

oil’. 

By using active rather than passive voice 

Write mainly in the active voice where you can. The active voice involves constructing sentences 

that conform to the following word order:  

SUBJECT            VERB   OBJECT 

For example:  ‘Michael read the book’. 

The advantages of using the active voice include conciseness and confidence. It’s especially 

appropriate for those in the social sciences whose discipline allows for the use of first person 

narrative. 

In contrast to this there are sentences written in the passive voice.  

 

OBJECT       SUBJECT 

 

For example: ‘The book was read by Michael’. 

 

The passive voice can be convoluted and can take the energy out of your message. It also ‘kills’ 

people by depersonalizing your writing (the subject is often ambiguous or completely absent). 

Verbs are the batteries that power your sentences. Flat, predictable verbs produce flat, 

predictable prose. Use ‘muscular verbs’ and vary them to obtain vigour and verve. 

 

By using powerful verbs rather than verb phrases 

Powerful active verbs (rather than passive verb phrases) will add vigour and clarity to your 

writing. Strong verbs will push your sentence forward, giving your writing momentum. Chose 

common, precise, powerful verbs rather than formal and dull ones. Where possible use single 

word, active verbs rather than passive verb phrases. For instance: 

 

VERB 
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Rather than ‘make contact with’ use ‘hit’ 

Rather than ‘has an influence on’ try ‘change’ 

By using first person narrative (either singular or plural) 

The impersonal mode of the third person ‘it’ is often preferred over the first person ‘I’ in 

academic writing, especially in the science disciplines. The third person is often thought to sound 

more objective, to confirm the idea of the researcher as a detached observer. Yet students from 

different disciplines, even the sciences, do use the personal ‘I’, albeit generally with restraint, 

preferring the first person plural ‘we can see that….’ (meaning, I think, that the writer and the 

reader can see that……). First person plural seems to be more palatable for those social science 

disciplines that are still wedded to objectivity – for instance psychology, business and education. 

In the humanities and some social science disciplines like anthropology and cultural studies 

authors are allowed to take firm positions, and the first person singular (‘I’) active voice is 

permissible – in fact it is even encouraged.  

Whilst you may choose not to use the first person singular ‘I’ (or first person plural ‘we’)  in the 

body of the text, you may choose to use it in the parts of the introduction that deal with topic 

focus, research question(s) or objective(s) and description of the overall structure of the thesis. 

Here I believe there is greater license for the researcher to take a more pronounced position in 

the research; giving direction to the reader as to what was done and by whom, what was 

discovered or concluded and so forth. 

 

Think about your use of narrative voice in your 

text (1st or 3rd person). What position will or can 

you take? Have you used that position 

uniformly throughout the text? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Precision and the elimination of vagueness in writing 

Precision is an important consideration in academic writing. Precision relates to the choice of 

words that best allows you to communicate your meaning to the reader. In relation to precision 

there are three aspects. The first relates to the choosing of the most accurate word to 

communicate the precise meaning you want to give to the reader. The second relates to use (or 

overuse) of pronouns. The third relates to dates and periods of time. 
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A dictionary and thesaurus are important resources for you to be able to choose the most precise 

word in your writing. It is best to use language that communicate your ideas to read as clearly 

and accurately as possible. Word choice is important. 

Pronouns are used in order to avoid the needless repetition of nouns. For instance: 

Jill said Jill will join us if Jill can persuade Jill’s boss to give Jill the 

       time off. 

You can see that it is not necessarily a bad thing to use pronouns to avoid the kind of stilted 

writing above, but when a reader begins to lose sight of the key noun to which the pronoun 

refers then this is likely to lead to reader confusion. A rule of thumb is to use a noun, key terminal 

key concept once, and then it is acceptable to use a pronoun after that. Resist the temptation to 

use a subsequent pronoun in the following sentence. It is better to re-establish what it is you are 

referring to. Confusions and difficulties with pronouns arise when we lose sight of the referent. 

For instance: 

 

 Similarly, always state precise dates rather than ‘currently’, ‘recently’, ‘in the last fifteen years’ or 

‘two decades ago’. Your thesis/article/book could be read many years from now, but who then 

will know when now is?  So ‘currently’ becomes ‘in the 2000s’; ‘recently becomes ‘from 2000-

2005’; ‘in the last fifteen years’ becomes 1990-2005; ‘two decades ago becomes 1985. 

Example 

Chemists had attempted to synthesize quinine for the previous hundred years but all they 

had achieved was to discover the extreme complexity of the problem. 

The volatile oily liquid beta-chloro-beta-ethyl sulphide was first synthesized in 1854, and in 

1887 it was reported to produce blisters if it touched the skin. It was called mustard gas and 

was used at Ypres in 19I7, when it caused many thousands of casualties. 

 

In closing….. 

I think the following quote from John Harman’s ‘Writing for Impact’ booklet sums up the main 

messages included in this workshop. Carry these techniques into the editing of your own work: 

 

In both works it is grandmothers who assist their granddaughters to untangle the reasons 

behind the dysfunctional relationships they have with their parents, and to overcome their 

feelings of cultural exclusion. In addition to this they also become the custodians of (family) 

history, for they are the ones responsible for the transmission of stories to future 

generations. 
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Replace the long stuffy words you come across with short, plain ones. Rewrite the dead passive 

sentences into a live, active voice. Kick out the weak, abstract nouns and replace them with 

muscular verbs. Rip out the dead, rambling clichés and make the whole thing tighter and instantly 

understandable. Finally, warm it up and make it human and accessible. 

 

Suggested Reading: http://www.orwell.ru/library/essays/politics/english/e_polit/ 

 

 

 

Notes on Orwell’s Politics of the English Language 1946. 

Each of the passages given as examples have two things in common: staleness of imagery and 

lack of precision 

“This mixture of vagueness and sheer incompetence [what he means is the writer doesn’t have a 

clear thought to express] is the most marked characteristic of modern English prose. As soon as 

certain topics are raised the concrete melts in to the abstract and no one seems to be able to 

think of turns of speech that are not hackneyed: prose consists less of words chosen for the sake 

of their meaning, and more of phrases tacked together like the sections of a pre-fabricated hen 

house”  

Orwell, Politics of the English Language 1946. 

http://www.orwell.ru/library/essays/politics/english/e_polit/
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DYING METAPHORS (and cliché) – toe the line, ride roughshod over, play in to the hands of, an 

axe to grind. 

VERB PHRASES – as substitutes for simple verbs. Make contact with (hit); have the effect of 

(serve/influence); render inoperative (stop) 

REDUNDENT PHRASES TACKED ON TO THE BEGINNING AND ENDS OF SENTENCES – It is 

interesting to note that…….. With respect to…….. / …………is deserving of serious consideration. 

…..should not be left out of account. 

PRETENTIOUS DICTION – scrutinize the use of foreign words and expressions (weltanschauung, 

ancient regime). Archaic English (herewith, forthwith, heretofore). Uncommon words v’s 

everyday words (deracinate – uproot [plant]; alienate [person]). Jargon. 

“There is a complex ambiguity in the temporality of this work, as past and present events exist 

synchronically and are therefore anachronistic”.   

MEANINGLESS WORDS – for example in art and literary criticism (words like vitality, plastic, 
aliveness, warmth). Political words like Fascism/Fascist (literal definition is “a way of 
organizing a society in which a government ruled by a dictator controls the lives of the 
people and in which people are not allowed to disagree with the government ”, now 
used to describe someone who is authoritarian).  

“An elongated and gaunt face fills the pictorial space with scant attention paid to the 

inconsequentiality of fabric.” 

WORDS WHICH ARE POLITICIZED – the discourse of asylum seekers and the white Australia 

Policy in Australia. 
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