
Apolitical:
How to write with 
impact in the 
public service

Laura Mousseau
Manager, Strategic Communications
City of Guelph



What are you up against?

 Information overload and competing demands for our attention
 Misinformation and disinformation
 Decreasing trust in government
 Busy decision makers or colleagues who may not be subject 

matter experts
 Language barriers
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Simplify
Use: 

• short sentences (15-20 words)

• active voice

• first and second person (you, we)

• visuals

Organize content (headers and lists)

What can you do?



How simplifying helps 4

Get people to do 
what you want or 
need
•From making decisions to 

taking action, it’s easier 
for people to do what 
you’re asking for when the 
ask is clear

Increase 
compliance

Spend less time 
answering questions 
and addressing 
complaints
•Lack of understanding 

causes frustration which 
can lead to push back

Improve 
understanding

Help make sure 
information is 
translated accurately
•Difficult words and 

concepts can lead to 
misinterpretation by 
people and AI

Better 
translation
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Before After
City of Guelph proceeding with Emma Street 
to Earl Street active transportation bridge

City of Guelph moving ahead with Emma 
Street to Earl Street foot and bike bridge

The City will transform physical space into 
reimagined Downtown streets at Art on the 
Street on June 24

City of Guelph transforming downtown 
space into reimagined streetscape on June 
24

City to begin discharging sewage into 
manhole along Torch Lane

City managing sewage flows on Torch Lane 
starting June 19

Since the spring, residents have been able to 
subscribe for updates on the program 
launch while final details were confirmed. On 
July 31, the program documents will become 
available and those eligible can begin the 
application process.

Almost 200 people have already subscribed 
for updates about the program and will be 
the first to be notified when the program 
goes live on July 31.

Guelph expanding traffic infrastructure to 
further improve road safety and accessibility 
in 2023

City of Guelph making roads safer for 
everyone with more bike lanes and lower 
speed limits
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Fast facts about Guelph’s 
electric buses  
• The buses can be fully 

charged in about three 
hours. 

• Electric bus travels up to 
an average of 300 
kilometres per charge. 

• Each electric bus has six 
battery packs: four on 
the roof and two behind 
the rear wheels. 

• Electric buses are 
quieter, which will help to 
reduce noise pollution in 
the city. 

Visual



8A real pro
xkcd.com/1133/



“

Ernest Hemingway”

9

People think I’m an ignorant b*****d 
who doesn’t know the ten-dollar 
words. I know the ten-dollar words. 
There are older and better words 
which, if you arrange them in the 
proper combination, you make it 
stick.



Resources

Grammarly.com
Hemingway editor (hemingwayapp.com)
Made to Stick (book) by Chip and Dan Heath
Don’t Be Such a Scientist (book) by Randy Olson
plainlanguage.gov (USA)
gov.uk/guidance/content-design/writing-for-gov-uk
Up-goer Five text editor (splasho.com/upoer5/)

https://hemingwayapp.com/
https://heathbrothers.com/books/made-to-stick/
https://www.ubcpress.ca/dont-be-such-a-scientist-second-edition
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/content-design/writing-for-gov-uk
https://splasho.com/upgoer5/
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