Plain Language Principles

for Consent Form Writers

· Know your audience!  Design a consent form for the 8th-grade-level reader, to be sure most of your subjects can read and use the document.

· Use shorter sentences.  Try for 15-20 words or less per sentence.
· Write shorter paragraphs (6 lines or less), with only one topic per paragraph.
· Choose short words with the least number of syllables.

· If you use a medical or technical term, explain in lay language what it means--immediately after its first use. 

· Use the active voice about 85-90% of the time:  “I did it” vs. “It was done by me,” and “We will ask you” vs. “You will be asked….”
· Use bullets when describing study procedures, side effects, or other lists.  However, do not use more than 10 bullets without breaking up the list with some text.
· Choose clear, concrete language that paints a picture and is not open to multiple interpretations.

· Write in a conversational style that is not too formal or intimidating.   Test your style by reading a sample of the consent form aloud to someone with no medical background.  

